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From the Editor
This volume of Quidditas is the third to incorporate our new

features: Notes, Review Essay, and Texts and Teaching, all designed
to furnish readers and contributors venues not offered in most other
journals. Our Notes offer case studies in how inclusion (or lack
thereof) in prominent biographical lexicons can affect the historical
longevity of people once prominent in their own day, and how a
Shakespearean phase (“sea-change”) has been appropriated by the
news media. Our Review Essay examines books useful to teach
medieval history within a broader, global context. Our Texts and
Teaching discusses books dealing with “love” and “fatness,” and
how these books can facilitate a student’s understanding of the of
history and literature. Our articles reflect the eclectic nature of the
journal, ranging from the cult of St. Dunstan in Durham during the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, to self-identity in Sir Gawain, to
early modern theories of germ theory and hereditary disease, to a
reassessment of Queen Anne of Denmark as queen-consort of James
I, to a reassessment of Andrew Marvell’s “Upon Appleton House.”
Quidditas is a Latin legal term that originally meant “the
essential nature of a thing.” In fourteenth-century French the word
became “quiddite.” In the early modern period, the English adaptation,
“quiddity,” came to mean “logical subtleties” or “a captious nicety in
argument” (OED), and is so used in Hamlet (“Why may not that be
the skull of a lawyer? Where be his quiddities now, his quillets, his
cases, his tenures, and his tricks?” 5: 1, 95–97). Thus, the original
Latin meaning, together with the later implied notions of intense
scrutiny, systematic reasoning, and witty wordplay, is well suited to
the contents of the journal.
Editor: James H. Forse, Bowling Green State University
Reviews Editor: Jennifer McNabb, Western Illinois University
Articles appearing in Quidditas are abstracted and indexed in PMLA, Historical
Abstracts, and America: History and Life.
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Notice to Contributors
Quidditas is the annual, on-line journal of the Rocky Mountain Medieval and
Renaissance Association. The editor and editorial board invite submissions from
scholars whose work falls within the domain of all Medieval and the Renaissance
disciplines: literature, history, art, music, philosophy, religion, languages, rhetoric,
or interdisciplinary studies.
Quidditas also now features a “Notes” section for short articles (2 to 12 pages)
pertaining to factual, bibliographical and/or archival matters, corrections and
suggestions, pedagogy and other issues pertaining to the research and teaching
of Medieval and Renaissance disciplines. Our “Reviews” section features a
“Review Essay” and a “Texts & Teaching” focus: short (3 to 7 pages) reviews
describing texts and books instructors have found especially valuable in teaching
upper level courses in Medieval and Renaissance disciplines. We also welcome
longer literature-review articles. Membership in the Rocky Mountain Medieval
and Renaissance Association is not required for submission or publication.
All submissions are peer-reviewed. Submissions must not have been published
elsewhere. Long articles should be 20 to 30 double-spaced manuscript pages.
Long articles, notes, and review articles should follow The Chicago Manual of
Style (14th ed.), footnote format. The author’s name must not appear within the
text. A brief (200 word) abstract should accompany all long articles. A cover
letter containing the author’s name, address, telephone number, e-mail address,
and title of paper must accompany all submissions. Authors of accepted works
will supply a copy of the manuscript compatible with Microsoft Word on a CD.
E-mail submissions in Microsoft Word are accepted, but should be followed by
two hard copies. Please send submissions for Articles and Notes to:
Professor James H. Forse, Editor
Department of History
Bowling Green State University
Bowling Green, OH 43403
quidditas_editor@yahoo.com

Please send submissions to Review Essay and Text and Teaching to:
Professor Jennifer McNabb, Reviews Editor
Department of History
Western Illinois University
Macomb, IL 61455
jl-mcnabb@wiu.edu
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Membership Information
Membership in the Rocky Mountain Medieval and Renaissance
Association is available at an annual cost of $25, with an additional
$5 fee for joint memberships. For further information contact:
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Department of Foreign Languages
4505 Maryland Pkwy
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Renaissance Association will be held April 2-4, 2009 at Northern
Arizona University, Flagstaff, AZ. For more information contact:
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the Utah Shakespearean Festival in early August 2010.
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ALLEN D. BRECK
AWARD WINNER

2008
Alice Blackwell
The Allen D. Breck Award is given in honor of Professor Allen D.

Breck (1914-2000), a founder of the Rocky Mountain Medieval and
Renaissance Association. A Professor of History at the University
of Denver, he also served for 20 years as that department’s chair.
As Professor Emeritus he became the historian of the University
of Denver, writing From the Rockies to the World—The History
of the University of Denver. His specialties included medieval and
church history, particularly the life and works of John Wyclif. He
also taught Anglican studies at the Hiff School of Theology, and
wrote, edited, or contributed to histories of Jews, Methodists, and
Episcopalians in Colorado as well as books on medieval philosophy,
the lives of western leaders, and the relationships between science,
history, and philosophy. In addition to his involvement with RMMRA, he was a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society and belonged
to the Medieval Academy of America, the Western History Association, and the Western Social Science Association.

The Breck Award recognizes the most distinguished paper given by
a junior scholar at the annual conference.
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Gawain’s Five Wits:
Technological Difficulties in the Endless Knot
Alice Blackwell
Louisiana State University, Alexandria
Traditionally, the “five wits” of the endless knot on Gawain’s shield in “Sir

Gawain and the Green Knight” have been read as the five senses—sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch. The present paper, following recent work by Peter
Whiteford, Simon Kemp, and Garth Fletcher, contends that the five wits may be
interpreted as the five internal wits, which include imagination and memory and
determine perception. This identification of the five wits as the five internal wits
calls into question Gawain’s self-identity, predicated as it is upon the five wits’
faultlessness. In this context, Gawain’s self-understanding is really a self-misunderstanding, and it arguably causes the lapse in his vigilant self-monitoring.

At the end of the Middle English poem Sir Gawain and the Green

Knight, the eponymous Gawain expostulates that he has been found
“faulty and false” (2383). Many critics read the fault as a deviation from the perfection signified in Gawain’s shield, but few agree
as to whether Gawain’s self-assessment is tenable.1 The intricacy
of the shield’s heraldic device multiplies the possible locations of
the “fault”: the five-pointed “endless knot” symbolizes Gawain’s
five [faultless] wits, five fingers which had never failed, faith in the
five wounds of Christ, steadfast contemplation of the five joys of
Mary, and his fidelity to the five virtues of chivalry (600-602). Pe1 See, for example, the following: Robert W. Ackerman, “Gawain’s
Shield: Penitential Doctrine in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” Anglia, 76
(1958), 254-65; Richard H. Green, “Gawain’s Shield and the Quest for Perfection,” English Literary History, 29 (1962), 121-39; David F. Hills, “Gawain’s
Fault in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” Review of English Studies ns, 14
(1963), 124-31; and Gerald Morgan, “The Significance of the Pentangle Symbolism in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” Modern Language Review, 74 (1979),
769-90.
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ter Whiteford’s recent scholarship suggests that the five wits, when
interpreted as the five inner wits rather than the five senses, could be
the ground of the fault.2 Medieval writers describe these five inner
wits as combinations of will, reason, memory, sensus communis,
imagination, cogitation, and instinct; the sum of the parts is generally called “cognition.”3
The five wits, located completely or at least substantially in
the post-lapsarian body, inadvertently may generate mistaken impressions that cause rash actions that, in turn, flout accepted codes of
conduct—such as the code of chivalry. Correct use of the five wits
requires cognizance of their bodily nature and influence of will and
reason, both compromised by the fall.4 In this context, one may say
that, though Gawain denounces his acceptance and retention of the
green lace as “sins” against chivalric virtue, the infraction ultimately
results from mistaken impressions of the gift’s import.5 Gawain’s
self-identity recorded in the heraldic device as he understands it predisposes his fall: banking on the five wits’ perfection denies their
vulnerability and leads the subject to risk badly mistaken action,
and misunderstanding their limited culpability arguably prompts
Gawain’s more serious, controllable lapses in chivalric courtesy.
2 Peter Whiteford, “Rereading Gawain’s Five Wits,” Medium Aevum, 73
(2004), 225-34. Whiteford’s article does not, however, anatomize the failures of
the five wits as is done herein.
3 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “wit” can mean anything
from mental faculties to physical senses, and critical readings of Gawain’s five
wits have spanned this semantic range. The following contain extensive accounts
of the five inner wits: Christopher D. Green, “Where Did the Localization of
Mental Faculties Come From?” Journal of History of the Behavioral Sciences,
39 (2003), 131-42; Simon Kemp and Garth J. O. Fletcher, “The Medieval Theory
of the Inner Senses,” American Journal of Psychology, 106 (1993), 559-76; and
Whiteford, “Gawain’s Five Wits.”
4 The following detail this interrelation: Christopher D. Green, “Localization”; and Kemp and Fletcher, “Inner Senses.”
5 Whiteford, 231-32, locates the failure in the five wits, but his specific
reasoning and attribution of the fault differ from those one presented herein.
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The self-identity registered in Gawain’s shield depicts an
unsustainable combination of technologies of self. While the term
“technologies of self” originates with Michel Foucault and thus
seems a recent invention, Foucault generated the term while studying, among other things, medieval confessional practice and the influence of institutions on individuals. He describes technologies of
self thus:
[They] permit individuals to effect by their own means or with
the help of others a certain number of operations on their own
bodies and souls, thoughts, conducts, and ways of being, so as
to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality.6

Clearly, this concept also may apply to an individual choosing one’s
conduct in the Middle Ages.
The five pentads of the endless knot represent five such technologies of self: they present Gawain’s understanding and application of his own cognitive process, efficacy of action, and education
(both religious and secular). The five wits, both internal and external (the five senses), are usually considered aspects of the body that
allow people to extract information from the sensible world.7 His
faultless five wits entail that “efte”8 he “fayled never þe freke in his
fyue fyngres” (641); he never failed in his five fingers, interpreted
by Andrew and Waldron as deeds (641n). His faith in five wounds
“as þe Crede tellez”(643-644) reveals that he knows the Apostle’s
6 Michel Foucault, “Technologies of the Self,” in Technologies of the
Self: A Seminar with Michel Foucault, eds., Luther H. Martin, Huck Gutman, and
Patrick H. Hutton (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 1988), 18.
7 C. M. Woolgar, The Senses in Late Medieval England (New Haven,
CT: Yale UP, 2006), 19 and Whiteford, 231.
8 “Likewise,” according to Malcolm Andrew and Ronald Waldron,
Notes and glossary, The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript: Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, revised edition (Exeter, Devon: University of Exeter Press, 1987), 315.
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Creed, one of the Church’s requirements for laypeople.9 He contemplates the he five joys of Mary (646-647), an artifact of religious
instruction. He also upholds another learned code of behavior: the
chivalric virtues, consisting of generosity, “brotherly love,” purity,
courtesy, and piety.10
The paradigm of the internal wits allows us to treat the “five
fives” a truly endless knot. Cognition includes memory, which
stores specific information imparted by church and court life. His
faith contains a component of memory: he remembers what he has
been taught of soteriology, the Creed, and Marian devotions. He
“vsed” (or practices) five chivalric virtues presumably inculcated by
training. Gawain, we are told, does not fail in his deeds, an evaluation that incorporates knowledge of chivalric “rules.” These deeds,
measured by standards he has learned, are implicitly successful because (“efte”) his cognition has thus far not failed.
Cognition, however, relies on a problematic conduit of information: the post-lapsarian body—and sometimes the corrupted
human will and reason as well. According to Christopher Green, no
“completely ‘standard’ version” of the theory of the five inner wits
can be found, but the tradition of their existence is well established
by the fourteenth century. Some theorists located the five inner wits
in the lobes of the brain, while medieval theorists from the ninth
century onward tended to locate these faculties in chambers of the
brain.11 Aquinas wrote of four inner wits; Bartolomeus Anglicus
posited three.12 In all these, specific knowledge proceeds from the
body. This body bears the burden of illness and death, the rewards
of humanity’s first act of disobedience.13 The physical brain suffers
9 W. Nelson Francis, Introduction to The Book of the Vices and Virtues
EETS, 217, 1942 (London: Oxford UP, 1998) details these requirements/
.
10 Andrew and Waldron, 301-62, provide these definitions.
.
11 C. Green, 131, 137.
.
12 Kemp and Fletcher, 562. Woolgar, 19, disputes this and says that
Aquinas wrote of five..
13 Carole Rawcliffe, Medicine and Society in Later Medieval England
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illness and imbalances in the humors, the four substances resulting
from the digestion of food and contributing to the makeup of the
human body, just as any other organ.14 The unhealthy brain may unintentionally generate mistaken impressions that, if left unexamined
by reason, lead to inappropriate action.
Will and reason, both damaged by the fall, complicate the
picture. Some considered the faculties such as imagination and
instinct as dangerously unreliable because post-lapsarian will and
reason might manipulate what the inner senses relay. In the later
Middle Ages the inner senses themselves could be seen as fallible;
Jean Gerson, for example, argued that instinct could be swayed by
the senses, a clear case of the one faculty of the body exerting inappropriate force over another.15 True understanding, with the goal of
choosing what helped one attain one’s supernatural end, required
constant and interdependent checks and balances.
Avicenna’s much-used medical account of cognition divides
the mind into universal knowledge, the province of the immaterial
“rational soul” that consists of reason and will, and particular knowledge, courses through five chambers of the human brain. Information flows through the sensory nerves and then through common
sense (or sensuality), imagination, cogitation, instinct, and memory.
Imagination represents what the senses relay, enabling cogitation to
shape new images from the old; one may, for example imagine a hat
on an acquaintance who has never worn such an article. Estimation,
or “aestimativa,” is often translated as instinct and governs reactions
to the data.16 Traditionally, estimation is described as what makes a
sheep flee a wolf.17 Finally, memory stores images for further refer(Stroud, Gloucestershire: Sandpiper, 1999), 8.

14 Faye Getz, Medicine in the English Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1998), 49, 55-7, 87-9; Rawcliffe, 7, 8, 10, 17, 33.
15 Robert A. Greene, “Instinct of Nature: Natural Law, Synderesis, and
the Moral Sense,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 58 (1997), 186-9.
16 Kemp and Fletcher, 563-4.
17 C. Green, 131; R. Greene, 183.
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ence.18 Will and reason may recalibrate the mind’s impressions or
deduce truth from them; both faculties, however, were considered
severely compromised by the Fall.19
This paradigm was not limited to medicine. Aquinas differentiates between instinctive choice and willed or reasoned choice,
much as Avicenna separates the five internal senses from the workings of the rational soul. Bonaventure assigns instinctus naturae,
instinct or aestemativa, to “a habit of the natural as opposed to the
deliberative will, rather than of the intellect.” Instinct, one of the
five internal wits, differs starkly from reason and will.20 Bonaventure ultimately locates specific knowledge, the kind gleaned through
experience, in the body and “follows Augustine in requiring access
by the mind to unchanging standards against which data of sense
experience can be measured.”21 Generally, the five inner senses are
described as “intuitive” and “non-discursive,” in opposition to the
discursive reason and the will.
Popular English vernacular versions of the five internal wits
might differ from Avicenna’s in the particulars but not the basic assumption. Some accounts list reason and will in the internal wits;
the five wits thus include discursive reason as well as intuitive, nondiscursive instinctive choosing. Unlike the five wits that are wholly
functions of the brain, these five wits suffer from both the soul’s
and the body’s post-lapsarian fallibility: reason and will, we will remember, are universal knowledge compromised by the fall. Despite
the differences between themselves and Avicenna, all these treatises
are alike in their depiction of the role of the wits: to help the subject
choose a course of action, particularly one that directs the practic18 Kemp and Fletcher, 564.
19 R. Greene, 186-9.
.
20 R. Greene, 183-6.
21 Michael Haren, Medieval Thought: The Western Intellectual Tradition from Antiquity to the Thirteenth Century, 2nd ed., New Studies in Medieval
History (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan, 1992), 167.
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ing Christian toward his or her supernatural end. A few selected
examples follow.
The Cloud of Unknowing22 conflates the five chambers of the
brain with the faculties of the soul. In this model of cognition, both
the fallen body and the fallen soul render wise choosing difficult.
The five wits, here, are a combination of intellectual and physical.
Primary “myghts” (reason and will) do not need information from
the “secundary myghts” (“ymaginacion” and “sensualite”), which
“worchen in the body with bodily instruments” (2190-92), but those
secondary powers may adversely or positively affect the reason and
will (2180-95).
Reason, as elsewhere, is the faculty of discernment: “Reson
is a myght thorou the whiche we departe the ivel fro the good, the
ivel fro the worse.” (2197-98). Will, too, appears in its traditional
role: “Wille is a myght thorou the whiche we chese good, aftir that it
be determinid with reson” (2203-4). “Ymaginacion” constructs “images of absent and present things” (2212-13); it seems to incorporate
both imagination and cogitation from Avicenna’s model. Original
sin corrupts this capacity, which consequently “prints” erroneous
images in the mind as easily as true ones (2222-30). Supported
by right reason and righted will, imagination serves its proper end:
a person might recall his or her religious instruction and meditate
upon the Passion, for example (2225-6). However, post-lapsarian
reason’s weakness and post-lapsarian will’s vacillation compound
the difficulty of using imagination appropriately (2197-2210).
Sensuality (labeled “common sense” by Whiteford and
Greene) passes sense impressions to the rest of the mind: “Sensualite is a might of oure soule, rechyng and regnyng in the bodely
wittes” (2232). Because of the corrupt physical body in which it
exists, it too fails to serve its preordained ends, which might include
“needful lyking,” or necessary preferences, such as those involving
22 Cloud of Unknowing, ed. Patrick J. Gallacher, TEAMS Middle
English Texts (Kalamazoo, MI: Western Michigan University Medieval, 1997).
Whiteford also quotes this treatise but to different ends.
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one’s basic safety (2232-52). “Mynde,” the fifth power, comprehends the other four capacities (2254ff.).
The Lay Folk’s Catechism,23 a manual of moral guidance
based on Archbishop Thoresby’s 1357 edicts for lay religious
knowledge, corresponds roughly with Cloud on these points. The
Catechism depicts the five inner wits as consisting of will, reason,
“mind,” imagination, and thought:
These ben also þy fyue Inwyttys/ Wyl/ resoun/ Mynd/ Imaginacioun and thogth lok þat þy wyl be good and holy
and loke þat þy Resoun rewle þe and nat þy fleschly lust
And loke þat þy Mynde be good and honest
and lok þyn imaginacioun be spedynge in louyng of god
and not be set to harm or schame
And loke þy thow3t be groundyd in þy ioy of heuyn
and drede þe peyne of helle/ and þynk not ouer mekyl in þe
vanite of þe world.
But þynk deuowtly on þe passion of crist in wo and in wele
and he schal helpe þe in al þy nede (349-60)

As in Cloud, reason is to guide the will, which chooses actions. Imagination and thought appear to govern contemplation.
While imagination is not defined, the prevalence of the definition
shared by Cloud and medical writers suggests that imagination is a
similar faculty here; after all, meditating upon images, whether in
the mind’s eye or in a painting, was an important devotional practice. Thought seems to contain specific knowledge that the soul
revisits; it thus parallels memory.
These treatises represent a general trend of identifying five
internal wits as cognition. Whiteford argues that the Castel Off
Loue, a translation of a twelfth-century Anglo Norman treatise by
Robert Grosseteste,24 refers to the five inner wits as the constituents
23 Lay Folks Catechism, Or, The English and Latin Versions of Archbishop Thoresby’s Instruction for the People, eds., Thomas Frederick Simmons
and Henry Edward Nolloth (1901. Whitefish, MT: Kessinger, 2007). Whiteford
(228) finds a nearly identical list in works of Wycliffe.
24 Castel Off Loue: Chasteau D’ Amour or Carmen De Creatione Mundi: An Early English Translation of an Old French Poem by Robert Grosseteste,
ed. Richard Francis Weymouth (1864. Whitefish, MT: Kessinger, 2007).
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of right reason, the faculty which would allow Adam to “distinguish
between good and evil.”25 Weymouth’s commentary upon Chasteau D’amour alludes to “A Tract attributed to Wicliffe” that hints
at an extensive tradition of the five inner wits: “ ‘Clerkys knowen
that a man hath fiue wittes outward, and other fiue wittes inward.’
”26 Whiteford also finds that 35 of the 46 “manuals” anatomizing
the five wits in Robert Raymo’s catalogue treat both inner and outer
wits.27 The fourteenth century Book of Vices and Virtues, one of the
English translations of an earlier French treatise, specifies that five
wits of body that serve as conduits (“condites”) of physical “delit”
(89/33-90/2). Here, the five wits of body are distinguished from
the other five wits that are not the senses, leading to the conclusion
that this text reveals the extent to which the five inner wits needed
no further explanation, though their functions are mentioned in the
section detailing the senses’ corruption of the mind.
Though the tradition of the inner wits lacks univocity, a few
generalizations may be drawn. All depict the inner wits as connecting the outer world to the will and abstract reason. Memory, imagination, cogitation, and sensuality or sensus communis are physical
capacities that convey specific information. While the bodily internal wits (whether three, four, or five) do not make conscious choices
(and therefore cannot be seen to cause deadly sin), will and reason
can ensure that those faculties relay information correctly.28 One
might, for example, use reason to question whether a hypothetical
situation (the office of either imagination or cogitation, depending on which model one uses) was really possible. Reason refers
to memory when judging the subject’s current situation. Correct
choices depend on reason, will, and correct perception of the sensible world, which must be reconciled with one another.
good.”

.
25 Chasteau, 138-9: “he 3af him wittes fyue / to delen þat vuel from þe
26 Chasteau, 138n.
27 Whiteford, 228.
28 R. Greene, 186-9.
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Of course, this reconciliation hinges on accurate knowledge
of the roles of each capacity—and Gawain, who prides himself on
his faultless five wits, seems to lack such knowledge. If we assume
the poem to be framed by Avicenna’s paradigm, then Gawain’s selfperceived perfection leaves no room for admitting that the five wits
need guidance. If we assume Cloud’s model to be of more influence, then Gawain neglects connecting the five wits, one of which
is reason. As Gawain mutters that he “feels” (rather than reasons)
in his “five wittes” that the Devil has led him to the Green Chapel (2193-94), the five wits to which he refers resemble Avicenna’s
model more. In either case, the body-bound wits cannot be held
deliberately misleading, but ignoring their possible shortcomings
reflects choice. Gawain’s brain may not be guilty, but his will and
discursive reason are.
Gawain’s self-denunciation most obviously compares him to
specific knowledge stored in memory: his understanding of chivalry. He specifically accuses himself of “couetyse” (coveting) and
“cowardyse” (2379-80), both of which are anathema to his “kynde,”
knighthood (2380-81). Covetousness, of course, refers to his wanting something not his own: the purportedly life-protecting green
lace offered by Lady Bercilak. Cowardice may be imputed to his
attempt to escape a painful death; he exhibits this trait in both his
reliance on the lace and also in his flinching before Bercilak’s axe.
For these “sins” he considers himself guilty of “vntrawþe,” or infidelity, in both keeping his word and adhering to chivalric values
(2383, 2509).
Neither Bercilak nor Arthur’s court shares Gawain’s strict
interpretation of chivalry, however. Bercilak holds Gawain guiltless
of any sin against chivalry except a love for his own life, for which
he absolves him (2368; 2391-95). Similarly, following his confession to his peers at Camelot, the knights and ladies “la3en loude”
(laughed loudly) and still consider him to have acted well enough
(2514-21).
This disparity of opinion may be interpreted as revealing differences in memory, cogitation (or imagination, in the more extend-
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ed sense used in Cloud), and reason. Memory stores codes of conduct but may record inaccuracies if the brain itself is compromised.
Cogitation relies on memory. It invokes remembered standards for
comparison in order to generate an impression of a desired outcome.
If it is impaired, however, it may combine information inappropriately and form an inappropriate image of a desired—or possible—
outcome. Reason is to check the impressions of both faculties, but
there is little evidence of Gawain submitting impressions to reason
before he acts one them; it seems, rather, that the memorized images
of chivalry are invoked without qualification. For example, Derek
Pearsall (among others) has argued that the code of chivalry applies
most properly to conduct in the field and should not be brought to
bear on a courtly parlor game with the same seriousness it is invoked to govern knightly actions on military campaigns.29 Gawain,
however, appears to be of a different mind: he excoriates himself as
having betrayed his “kynde,” or knights in general, even though the
knights of (Bercilak and those at Camelot) are still quite happy to
number him among their own. Implicitly, Gawain’s cogitation applies his memory of chivalric “rules” to a courtly game quite rigidly,
and his reason fails to check the monstrous invention. His five wits
lead him astray, but the fault lies with the soul’s lapses in its duties.
The scene in which Gawain accepts the lace supports the
contention that Gawain relies on intuition rather than reason in this
act. When he “decides” to keep the lace, “þen kest þe knight, and
it come into his hert / Hit were a juel for þe joparde þat hym jugged
were” (1855-56). Gawain, “kest,” or “considered”30 the situation,
and then it comes into his “hert,” or heart that this has been given to
him to save him. It is worth noting that in this poem hearts are often
depicted as intuitive faculties that register fear and other emotions:
“joye warmed his herte” when he sees Lady Bercilak, attired in her
29 Derek Pearsall, “Courtesy and Shame in Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight: The Order of Shame and the Invention of Embarrassment,” in A Companion to the Gawain-Poet, eds., Derek Brewer and Jonathan Gibson (Woodbridge,
Suffolk: D. S. Brewer, 1997), 351-62.
30 Andrew and Waldron, 309.
.
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pearl-sprinkled fret and fillet (1762). Bercilak rebukes Gawain for
his heart being afraid of itself when it seems to face, with the rest
of his body, a career-ending injury (2301n). His choice to take the
lace, in this context, seems reflex rather than deliberate theft. He
neglects to enlist his critical faculties, but one who considers his five
wits infallible would implicitly not think this a necessity.
The scene preceding the final temptation hints at an underlying physical deficit affecting Gawain’s imagination and cogitation,
which could be rectified by reason and will. Before his last temptation, he experiences nightmares: “In de3 droupyng of dreme draueled
þat noble / As mon þat watz in mornyng of mony þro þo3tes” (175051) but recovers his “wyttes” when waked by Lady Bercilak (1755).
He mutters (“draueled”) in his sleep, an indication of a vivid dream
eliciting a response as if it were real, and his recovery of his wits implies that they were lacking before. He is described as “mornyng,”
or distressed.31 Nightmares, in the Middle Ages, were often held to
be the result of the four humors having gotten out of proportion with
one another.32 According to John Steadman’s classic article, Chaucer’s avian psychiatrist, Pertelote, is well within medieval medical
tradition when she prescribes a laxative to purge the excess melancholy that ostensibly caused Chauntecleer’s disturbing dream.33 It is
a physical remedy for a physical problem. Gawain’s nightmare, in
this context, reveals dysfunctions in the material brain.34 The conduit of information may be viewed as compromised, and anything
passed along it may be inaccurate. Gawain’s subsequent impressions, even those not resulting from retained images from the nightmare, are therefore suspect.
31

Andrew and Waldron, 334.

32
John M. Steadman, “Chauntecleer and Medieval Natural History,” Isis, 50 (1959), 237-9; Getz, 88-9.
33 Steadman, 237-8.
.
34 Whiteford, 231-2, suggests that the disturbing images of the dream
combined with the beauty of Lady Bercilak blind Gawain to the possible consequences of taking the offered token.
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Other passages call into question the reliability of Gawain’s
impressions. Upon his arrival at the Green Chapel, Gawain remarks,
“Now I fele hit is the Fende, in my fyue wittes / þat hatz stoken me
þis steuen to strye me here” (2193-94). In other words, the five wits
perceive that this business is the Devil’s doing, designed to destroy
him. Were the Green Knight the only “unnatural” being in the story
or its genre, such catastrophic thinking might seem understandable if
not completely rational. But the poem alludes to all manner of monsters and malevolent mythical creatures, some of which he encountered en route from Camelot: Gawain bests “wormez” (dragons) and
“wodwos” (“hairy woodland monsters” according to Andrew and
Waldron35) on his journey. None are attributed to demonic or diabolical involvement. Even before Gawain learns that his green-clad
adversary and his affable host are the same, he lacks sufficient evidence to equate the Green Knight with the Devil. The impression of
Gawain’s five wits, here, is at best luridly overwrought. Given the
connection between impressions and instinct, inappropriate instinctive acts could plausibly result from such misinformation.
Bercilak attributes Gawain’s original mistake, taking and
keeping the green lace, to instinct, not volition or choice.36 In “absolving,” Gawain, Bercilak describes the fault as “no wylyde werke,
no wowing nauþer / Bot for 3e lufed your lyf” (2367-68). His fondness for life, not wooing or wily37 (i. e., plotted) deeds causes him to
keep the lace. Instinct, or aestimativa, first and foremost addresses
itself to the cause of identifying harm and spurring action.38 In other
words, if he reacts on instinct, Gawain can only be guilty of an unintentional sin. If blame is to be cast, it falls on reason, as instinct
does its job in protecting Gawain from what he perceives as imme35 Andrew and Waldron, 721n.

36 While Whiteford attributes this to vis aestimativa, as well, our interpretations are different.
37 Andrew and Waldron, 2367n, 362.
38 C. Green, 131; Kemp and Fletcher, 563-5.
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diate harm. Only reason, perhaps tapping into memory, can correct
impressions and redirect will.
Gawain’s flinching before the oncoming axe is one possible
example of instinct, yet he does not perceive it so. Gawain, we will
remember, first shrinks from oncoming Bercilak’s axe (2265-76).
Bercilak reproaches him, saying that the man before him cannot be
Gawain, as this man demonstrates “cowardice” unfitting “þat kny3t”
(2270-75). Here Bercilak equates Gawain with his chivalric virtues,
and strips Gawain of his knightly identity by remarking on his purported cowardice, which, as Gawain sees it, disqualifies him as a
knight (2374-83). If we assume, as do many readers, that quailing
before a battleaxe manifests a healthy instinct for self-preservation,
his instinct is faultless, but at odds with the steely resolve he has
learned. If we interpret the flinching as preceding an unreasonable
sense of impending disaster, then imagination and cogitation trigger inappropriate instinct and short-circuit the bravery Gawain professes. In either instance, Gawain’s five wits outrun his chivalric
identity. Bercilak, however, only a few lines later tells Gawain that
he has acquitted himself well on this count as well as others, and
his only “sin” is that of loving his own life and, presumably, acting
instinctively to protect it. Therefore, the “sin” does not constitute
willful rejection of the principles of chivalry, a definition that parallels the Church’s definition of deadly sins as sins spurred by willful rejection of known requirements. Implicitly, Gawain’s mistakes
only fray the knot a bit.
In the end Gawain unravels the knot himself with his volitional behavior. First, he hurls the green lace back at Bercilak,
exclaiming that fear led him to covetousness and cowardice, in defiance of the code of knights (2377-80). Bercilak excuses him, at
which point Gawain rants about how women cause men’s sorrow,
discourteously implicating Lady Bercilak in his own failures (241012). This explosion and diatribe cannot be excused as pure instinct;
there is no danger to Gawain at this time. One could attribute such
a reaction in an actual person to an unchecked, overactive imagination causing an unreasonable fear of having to revise self-identity, in
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which instance one could still read the outburst as instinctive and further fallout from unexamined issues, but the poem offers few clues
here. In any case, this scene depicts Gawain as understanding his
inner wits so little that he neither admits mistakes nor comprehends
the absolution implicit in Bercilak’s oblique reference to them. In
other words, he does not understand the technology he uses.
Bercilak’s reproach of Gawain as being afraid of his own
heart proves to be prophetic: Gawain avoids examining his intuition,
a part of his body. Gawain does not question the accuracy of the five
inner wits and their offices and, instead, accounts them faultless.
In refusing to admit the possibility of erroneous perception,
one denies the effects of the Fall on body and soul and also denies
the possibility of amendment. Even inadvertent lapses may gather
an unpleasant momentum. Failure to understand the five wits results in the failure to understand how the individual can accomplish
the desired ends—deeds, religious devotion, and adherence to ideals of chivalry. However, understanding the five wits’ nature also
entails recognizing that misperception is not as serious as deliberate
choice. Bercilak seems to acknowledge that the five wits may run
counter to learned behavior; love of one’s own life may preclude obsessive observance of the minutiae of knightly conduct, already applied to situations far beyond their normal purview (e. g. the courtly
game). In his estimation, Gawain has upheld his commitment to
chivalry. Gawain, however, judges himself by standards—each absolute and in isolation—committed to a suspect memory. His reaction merely manifests his misunderstanding of his own five wits.
Gawain becomes discourteous and blames other people but not the
poorly monitored five wits, the unknowing source of the mistakes.
The endless knot, blending as it does these disparate technologies of
self, was in fact already raveled at the outset; it requires reason to
assess, compare, and reconcile input from the five wits, the ground
of specific knowledge.
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The Appropriation of St Cuthbert:
Architecture, History-writing, and Ecclesiastical Politics in
Durham, 1083-1250
John D. Young
Flagler College
This paper describes the use of the cult of Saint Cuthbert in the High Middle

Ages by both the bishops of Durham and the Benedictine community that was
tied to the Episcopal see. Its central contention is that the churchmen of Durham
adapted this popular cult to the political expediencies of the time. In the late
eleventh and early twelfth centuries, when Bishop William de St. Calais ousted
the entrenched remnants of the Lindisfarne community and replaced them with
Benedictines, Cuthbert was primarily a monastic saint and not, as he would
become, a popular pilgrimage saint. However, once the Benedictine community
was firmly entrenched in Durham, the bishops, most prominently Hugh de Puiset,
sought to create a saint who would appeal to a wide audience of pilgrims, including
the women who had been excluded from direct worship in the earlier, Benedictine
version of the saint. Evidence for this shift in the image of Cuthbert occurs both
in the historical writings of the town’s monks—Symeon in the earlier period and
Reginald in the later—and in the evolving architecture of Durham cathedral.

The

cult of Saint Cuthbert constituted the defining feature of
the town of Durham in the High Middle Ages. Indeed, the very
founding of the town—when the monks of Lindisfarne stopped with
their beloved saint at this peninsula on the Wear River in 995—was
contingent upon the cult. Although the Norman conquest of the late
eleventh century significantly altered the political and ecclesiastical
landscape of England1, the veneration of Cuthbert endured, growing
1 The massive restructuring of landholding rights in the immediate postconquest era has been called a “tenurial revolution.” Ecclesiastics were more
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in strength during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries—the glorious
age of medieval pilgrimage. However, this apparent appropriation
of an Anglo-Saxon saint by the Norman conquerors must not be
seen as a homogeneous development. The transition of the Cult
of Saint Cuthbert from the Anglo-Saxon world to the new Norman
reality was characterized by a great deal of uncertainty. Though the
veneration of the saint survived intact across this transition, the use
of Cuthbert in ecclesiastical politics and religious practice fluctuated
significantly during the first century-and-a-half of Norman rule.2
This article will examine the interaction between the clergy and the
saint during the period from 1083, when the Benedictine priory was
established and the cathedral was first commissioned by Bishop
William of St Calais, to the mid-thirteenth century, when major
alterations to the cathedral were completed.
The impetus for this article came initially from John
Crook’s argument in his article “The Architectural Setting of the
Cult of Saint Cuthbert in Durham Cathedral.”3 Crook surmises
that Durham Cathedral in its initial construction phases was not
designed to be a major pilgrimage church. Rather, he asserts,
the emphasis on pilgrimage came later, along with modifications
likely to retain their original estates, since they often kept better records than
secular lords; still, the situation was very much in flux. See Robin Fleming, Kings
and Lords in Conquest England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991),
107-144.

2 Barbara Abou-El-Haj arrives at a similar evaluation, although she is
concerned primarily with the cult of St Cuthbert in the early part of the twelfth
century, particularly with the role it played in the competition for control of ecclesiastical prominence between the Benedictine monks and Bishop Ranulf Flambard, rather than with the cult’s major shift in direction after the second half of
the twelfth century. See “Saint Cuthbert: The Post-Conquest Appropriation of an
Anglo-Saxon Cult,” Holy Men and Holy Women: Old English Prose Saints’ Lives
and their Contexts, ed. Paul E. Szarmach (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1996), 177-206.
3 John Crook, “The Architectural Setting of the Cult of St Cuthbert in
Durham Cathedral (1093-1200),” Anglo-Norman Durham 1093-1193, ed. David
Rollason, Margaret Harvey, and Michael Prestwich (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1994),
235-50.
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to the cathedral to make it more accessible and suitable for large
numbers of pilgrims. I extend Crook’s supposition and argue that
promotion of the cult of Saint Cuthbert was a secondary concern for
the Norman rulers of Durham in the late eleventh and early twelfth
centuries, particularly for the Norman-backed religious community
that displaced the former Lindisfarne custodians as caretakers of the
saint. Although the saint remained a part of the religious life of this
new, Benedictine community during this period, the monks made
use of St Cuthbert only insofar as he lent an air of legitimacy to
their existence and authority. By contrast, the cult of Saint Cuthbert
rose to overwhelming prominence in Durham in the second half of
the twelfth century. In the later period, Durham became above all a
pilgrimage center.
To illustrate this transition, I first discuss the ecclesiastical
situation in Durham in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, a time
marked by tremendous upheaval—the sacking of the long-time
caretakers of St Cuthbert’s and their replacement by a Normanbacked Benedictine community, followed by the consolidation of
Norman ecclesiastical power against Northumbrian and Scottish
threats. I then return to Crook’s subject, the architectural setting for
the cult in the twelfth century, to highlight the difference between
the original features of the cathedral and the pilgrimage-friendly
additions made in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries.
Finally, I demonstrate the change in ecclesiastical mind-set by
contrasting the treatment of St Cuthbert by the two major historians
of Durham in the high Middle Ages: Symeon, who wrote in the
period when Norman clergy replaced the Lindisfarne community,
and Reginald, who wrote in the age when Durham was becoming a
pilgrimage center.
The Historical Context of the Shift

St Cuthbert, a seventh-century hermit, abbot of the Celtic monastic

community of Lindisfarne, and bishop of the see of Lindisfarne,
was the most important saint of the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of
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Northumbria. He commanded the respect of Deirans, Bernicians,
Scots, and Danes alike and lent tremendous prestige to the Lindisfarne
community. After repeated sackings of the island by Danish raiders
in the eighth and ninth centuries, in 883 the monks of Lindisfarne
fled with the remains of their beloved saint to Chester-le-Street,
and then, in 995, to the peninsula which became Durham. On the
occasion of the town’s founding, as Symeon of Durham records, the
monks were returning to Chester-le-Street after a short stay in Ripon.
When they set Cuthbert’s coffin down at Durham, it remained fixed
to that spot. Taking this as a sign of the saint’s desire to stay, the
monks established their residence there, soon erecting lodgings for
themselves and a church to house the sacred body.4
As the Normans attempted to consolidate their control
over the north of England in the late 1060s, Durham became a
key battleground in the fight between the conquerors and the last
remnants of Northumbrian, Anglo-Saxon power. William the
Conqueror sent his agent, Robert Cumin, to occupy the town in
1069, but Cumin and his men perished in a massive insurrection a
short time later, thus prompting the building of Durham Castle and
a series of stone fortifications around the peninsula. William found
his authority challenged yet again when Walcher, his appointee to
the bishopric of Durham, was murdered in 1080 while trying to
defuse yet another rebellion. As a result, the new bishop, William
of St Calais, instituted sweeping changes—completely overhauling
the religious community by dismissing the Lindisfarne monks and
establishing a Benedictine priory in their place.5
4 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de exordio atque procursu istius, hoc est
Dunhelmensis ecclesie, 3.1: ed. David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon, 2000), 14449. There is some evidence of settlement at Durham in the early Middle Ages,
though none of it is terribly conclusive. The only documentary source that hints
at earlier habitation is an entry from the Anglo-Saxon chronicle for 762, which
states that a certain Bishop Whithorn was consecrated on an Aelfet Island. This
may refer to Elvet, one of the boroughs of Durham town, though the connection is
quite uncertain. See Martin Roberts, English Heritage Book of Durham (London,
1994), 13.
5 On the career of this vital bishop, see H.S. Offler, “William of St Cal-
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Bishop William’s reforms reflect, at least to some extent, the
broader movement of church reform in this period when the papacy
was making bold moves to root out non-Roman elements from
Christian practice and to establish a homogeneous Christendom
ruled from Rome.6 The Normans, of course, also favored religious
uniformity, since they acknowledged such a condition would help
them establish political hegemony over the island.7 Indeed, the
supposedly corrupt (i.e., unreformed) condition of the English
church served in the first place as a convenient justification for the
Norman Conquest. The Norman conquerors pointed in particular to
Anglo-Saxon clerical concubinage as a feature of the ecclesiastical
establishment in desperate need of reform. Norman support of new
monastic foundations, like Durham’s Benedictine community—
billed as bastions of clerical celibacy—served the dual purpose of
“Normanizing” the English church and impressing Rome.8
ais, First Norman Bishop of Durham,” Transactions of the Architectural and
Archaeological Society of Durham and Northumberland 10 (Gateshead, 1950),
258-80. William Aird has challenged Offler’s view of William, suggesting that he
was often absent from Durham for long periods of time; see his article “An Absent Friend: The Career of Bishop William of St Calais,” Anglo-Norman Durham
1093-1193, ed. David Rollason, Margaret Harvey, and Michael Prestwich (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1994), 283-98. Regardless of his absences, the bishop exerted a
tremendous influence on Symeon of Durham and set in motion many important
changes in Durham’s religious life.
6 On the effect of reform in the English religious milieu, see Julia Barrow, “English Cathedral Communities and Reform in the Late Tenth and the Eleventh Centuries,” in Ibid., 25-39.
7 Gerd Tellenbach explains that the papacy made many compromises
with the conquest monarchy in England, since William did not present the biggest
threat to Rome and because he was actively trying to combat simony and clerical
marriage. William effectively turned the tide of reform to his own uses. Thus,
the effects of the Gregorian revolution were still felt; they merely had a different
impetus than they had elsewhere. Gerd Tellenbach, Church, State and Christian
Society at the Time of the Investiture Contest, trans. R.F. Bennett (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991), 120, 123-5.
8 On the Norman church, see, among many others, Emma Cownie, Re-
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Establishing the legitimacy of his sweeping reforms
constituted Bishop William’s foremost concern, and we must view all
of his actions as the unquestioned leader of the religious community
(he was both bishop and prior) with this goal in mind. Particularly,
we must understand the building of the great cathedral of Durham
not merely as a pious undertaking to give Saint Cuthbert a newer,
grander home, but as a means for giving the new Norman management
solid legitimacy. The developments that accompanied the building
of this structure—the translation of the body of Cuthbert, the
demolition of the Anglo-Saxon church, etc.—illustrate how anxious
Bishop William and his Benedictine successors were to establish
a new paradigm, one which incorporated some of the trappings of
the previous reality, most significantly the saint himself, but clothed
these in a new wardrobe, with added accoutrements. Pilgrimage was
a part of this formulation only insofar as the reputation and potency
of Cuthbert made it so; the late eleventh and early twelfth century
bishops did not go far out of their way to promote the cult. It seems,
almost, that they were still testing the waters with this Anglo-Saxon
saint, to see if he was truly useful for them. Once they established
that he was of use (i.e., in the second half of the twelfth century),
they took great pains to make St Cuthbert the center of their worship
and their religious world-view.
The consolidation of Norman dominance begun by Bishop
William in 1083 met with two major stumbling blocks during the
first half of the twelfth century. The first came in the form of Bishop
William’s successor, Ranulf Flambard, the former tax collector of
King William II. Fluctuating hot and cold relations with the king
characterized his Episcopal tenure. The chronicler Symeon details
his scandalous attempts to funnel church funds into his own coffers
in order to buy back the king’s favor. The monks, notes Symeon,
ligious Patronage in Anglo-Norman England, 1066-1135 (Woodbridge: Boydell,
1998) and Frank Barlow, The English Church, 1066-1154 (London: Longman,
1979). David Knowles’s study of English monasticism, The Monastic Order in
England: A History of its Development from the Times of St. Dunstan to the Fourth
Lateran Council, 940-1216 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963) is
still helpful for the monastic side of story.
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constantly parried these attempts, desiring to keep revenue within
their religious community.9 Both sides in this conflict used St
Cuthbert to shore up their respective political positions. Flambard
erected a “hospital and church dedicated to St Giles,” which served as
a “popular guest house for pilgrims” and likely brought a great deal
of money into the bishop’s coffers.10 The monks, on the other hand,
sought to take control of the cult and wield its authority to enhance
their case. The miraculous translation of the relics of Cuthbert into
the cathedral in 1104 appears to have been the key statement of the
monks’ right to primacy in the community.11
This period of consolidating Norman dominance continued
almost exactly to the midway point of the twelfth century, when the
threat of conquest from the north disturbed the situation considerably.
The Scots, led by King David I, and the English, under King Stephen,
fought a protracted war for control of Northumbria in the 1130s
and 1140s; Durham featured therein on more than one occasion,
bringing the town at varying stages both prestige and ignominy.12
Durham provided a negotiating table for the two sides on at least
two significant occasions, and the bishops were able for much of
the war to remain aloof from both sides, and thus in a position of
strength. However, dark hours arrived in 1141 when the Scottish
chancellor William Cumin claimed the Episcopal throne and took
control of the city for several months. Through papal intervention,
the bishopric was released from its captivity, and English victory in
the war guaranteed the consolidation of Anglo-Norman dominance
in Durham. At this point the religious community turned its attention
to enhancing and increasing the appeal of the cult and shrine of
9 See Abou-El-Haj, 180-1.
10 Margaret Bonney, Lordship and the Urban Community: Durham and
its Overlords 1250-1540 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 24.
11 An anonymous account of the translations, written in the early 1120s,
showed the monks in control of this vital event. Abou-El-Haj, 190-4.
12 For a discussion of this conflict and its effects on Durham, see William M. Aird, St Cuthbert and the Normans: The Church of Durham, 1071-1153
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 1998), 227-67.
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Cuthbert.
The most important figure and driving force of this latter
period was Bishop Hugh du Puiset, who occupied the episcopal seat
from 1153 to 1195. Not only did he order significant improvements
and additions for the cathedral, but he also fostered important
improvements to the town by pushing the development of the boroughs
outside of the peninsula. Most importantly, he commissioned the
building of a hospital and the construction of Elvet Bridge, linking
the religious center of Durham with the eastern boroughs, thereby
enhancing access to the cathedral precinct.13 His chief desire, it is
clear, was to make the town of Durham as attractive and accessible
as possible for pilgrims. Hugh’s reign represented the pinnacle of
power for the bishopric of Durham; he effectively controlled all of
the religious life (including the priory, though his dismissal of Prior
Thomas in 1162 created friction with the monks)14 and the majority
of commercial enterprise in the town.15 One scholar remarks that
during Hugh’s bishopric, “the ‘patrimonium Sancti Cuthberti’ was
soundly organized, with nothing to bring in question the prince
bishops’ rights. Durham was a realm within a realm.”16
Scholars have linked the increased interest in the promotion
of Cuthbert’s cult to the arrival of a major competitor on the sacred
landscape of England in the late twelfth century, Thomas Becket.17
13 Bonney, 28-9.
14 G.V. Scammell, Hugh du Puiset, Bishop of Durham (Cambridge,
1956), 133.
15 Durham was not included, for some reason, in the Domesday survey
of 1086, but Bishop Hugh conducted a survey of his possessions in 1183. This
constitutes the most important economic source for Durham in the twelfth century. Boldon Book, a Survey of the Possessions of the See of Durham, Made by
Order of Bishop Hugh Pudsey, in the Year 1183, ed. and trans. William Greenwell,
Publications of the Surtees Society vol. 25, (London: Whittaker & Co., 1852).
16 D. .J. Hall, English Medieval Pilgrimage (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1965), 95.
17 Victoria Tudor, “The Cult of St Cuthbert in the Twelfth Century: The
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The martyred archbishop of Canterbury quickly rose to the fore of
the English religious world-view after his murder in 1170. Miracles
involving Thomas were reported at many locations in England
and on the continent almost immediately after his death. After the
clergy reopened the desecrated Canterbury cathedral, they brought
about a number of transformations to the building to accommodate
the rising flood of pilgrims.18 Previous to this time, the religious
leaders of Durham had been able to rely on St Cuthbert’s reputation
alone for the promotion of his cult. They now realized that his
star would be eclipsed quickly if they did not take action. The
pressure of competition was coupled with a growing trend of seeing
pilgrimage as grand spectacle.19 Together, these two factors spurred
the redoubling of efforts by the clergy of Durham, who wanted both
to keep pace with the demand for pilgrimage destinations and to put
on a good show.
Art and Architecture at Durham Cathedral

This shift in emphasis on the cult of St. Cuthbert effected
transformation of the cathedral and brought about new ways of
thinking about the saint. Durham Cathedral in its original design
was, in essence, a monastic church. Despite the popularity of St

Evidence of Reginald of Durham,” St Cuthbert, His Cult and His Community to
AD 1200, ed. Gerald Bonner, David Rollason, and Clare Stancliffe (Woodbridge:
Boydell, 1989), 459; Dominic Marner, St Cuthbert: His Life and Cult in Medieval Durham (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), 24-6; Benedicta Ward,
Miracles and the Medieval Mind: Theory, Record and Event 1000-1215, rev. ed.
(Aldershot: Scolar, 1987), 105-6.
18 Ward, 89-109.
19 The three most important pilgrimage destinations in Christendom—
Compostela, Rome, and Jerusalem—had, by the twelfth century, become elements of one grand spectacle. Pilgrims came increasingly to anticipate miracles
for their efforts. Smaller shrines sought to emulate the success of the more famous ones. For this trend, see Ibid., 110-26 and Ronald C. Finucane, Miracles
and Pilgrims: Popular Beliefs in Medieval England (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and
Littlefield, 1977), 39-55.
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Cuthbert, it was not built to accommodate large numbers of pilgrims.
Two features of the original building lend support to this assertion.
First, the main altar, which housed the sacred body, was contained
within a very small eastern apse. Such space constraints allowed
little access to the saint’s relics.20
It was not that the builders of the cathedral were wanting
for models of pilgrimage churches; Romanesque churches in major
pilgrimage centers on the continent, most notably at Santiago de
Compostela, featured roomy ambulatories around the central altar,
allowing for maximum access to the presence of holy relics. Even
closer to their immediate milieu, many Norman churches, Jumièges
for instance, were constructed with the characteristic apse-andambulatory east end.21 It simply appears that, in the building of the
cathedral, William of St Calais and his colleagues chose to focus on
the needs of the new Benedictine religious community—giving it
appropriate liturgical space, for example—instead of on the saint.
Once the choir of the new building, the most important feature
for monastic observance, was completed, the monks moved the
holy body into the apse, which event was marked by a series of
legitimizing miracles. The monks then razed the old church built
by Cuthbert’s Anglo-Saxon caretakers to make room for a sizeable
cloister to the south of the cathedral.22
20 Crook writes, “The original plan of the east end of the Romanesque
cathedral, begun by William of St Calais in 1093, was forgotten until the 1890s,
and limited archaeological evidence discovered in 1827 and 1844 was wrongly
interpreted by some historians as proof of an apse-and-ambulatory structure. In
January 1895, however, the footings of the apse at the east end of the south aisle
were discovered during heating work, confirming that the plan comprised a central apse flanked by two smaller apses (square externally) at the end of the aisles,
and no ambulatory.” Crook, 236-7.
21 Lisa Reilly, “The Emergence of Anglo-Norman Architecture: Durham
Cathedral,” Anglo-Norman Studies XIX: Proceedings of the Battle Conference
1996, ed. Christopher Harper-Bill (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1997), 339; Michael
G. Jarrett and Howard Mason, “‘Greater and More Splendid’: Some Aspects of
Romanesque Durham Cathedral,” Antiquaries Journal, 75 (1995): 214.
22 See Ibid., 192-8.

36

Quidditas

A second feature of the original cathedral demonstrates the
lack of emphasis on pilgrimage: women were forbidden to enter the
building and approach the saint.23 Pilgrimage and other forms of
popular religion in the high Middle Ages were heavily reliant on
female involvement, for they gave women an outlet to express their
pious desires. Men with religious yearnings entered the clergy, but
women had no such option, apart from the cloister.24 It is certainly
unusual to find a major saint’s church that forbade access to women;
this feature underscores the argument that Durham Cathedral was not
built initially as a pilgrimage church. It is, on the other hand, hardly
surprising that women were restricted from entering the precinct
of a monastic community. In fact, so restrictive was the ban on
women in the cathedral that Cuthbert achieved quite a reputation for
misogyny, even punishing “females who dared to enter his church
and approach his shrine.”25
The period of promoting the Cuthbert cult in the second half
of the twelfth century brought many changes to the cathedral, making
it both more accessible and friendly to pilgrims, including women.
The most obvious product of this new emphasis was the Galilee
Chapel, added to the west end of the cathedral during the episcopacy
of Hugh du Puiset.26 Actually, it appears that Hugh wanted to build
23 Symeon, Libellus de exordio, 2.7: Rollason, ed. 104-09. See also Victoria Tudor, “The Misogyny of Saint Cuthbert,” Archaeologia Aeliana 5, ser.12
(1984): 157-67.
24 For a discussion of the outlets for female piety in the Middle Ages,
see, among others, Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 13-30.
25 Finucane, 87.
26 For an excellent discussion of the context in which the Galilee was
built, and of its many uses, see Richard Halsey’s article “The Galilee Chapel,”
Medieval Art and Architecture at Durham Cathedral, ed. Nicola Coldstream and
Peter Draper (Leeds: W.S. Maney and Son, 1980), 59-73.
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onto the east end, probably to expand the apse and make the altar
more accessible. However, cracks in the new structure were taken
as a sign that St Cuthbert was opposed to this idea, and the project
was abandoned.27 Instead, Hugh ordered the construction of the
Galilee Chapel, which came to serve many roles. Most significant
was its use as a Lady Chapel, finally giving women the opportunity
to approach the saint and plead for his intercession, even if they
could not actually get close to the altar.28

http://www.fortunecity.com/victorian/statue/1287/English/Durham/cathed/in/
point3.htm

The room was decorated lavishly with depictions of Saints Cuthbert
and Oswald (whose head was entombed in the sepulcher along
with Cuthbert’s body), an element largely lacking in the original
27 Geoffrey of Coldingham writes that Hugh “Novum ergo ad orientalem ejusdem ecclesiae plagam opus construere coepit. A transmarinis partibus
deferebantur columpnae et bases marmoreae. Cumque plures nec sine ipsorum
periculo, fatis intercedentibus, admitterenter magistri, et tot haberet principiae
quot magistri, sumptibus copiosis in operarios inpensis, et muris in aliquam vix
altitudinem erectis, in rimas tandem deisceret, manifestum dabatur inditium id
Deo et famulo suo Cuthberto non fuisse acceptum. Omissoque opere illo, aliud
in occidentum inchoavit; in quo muliebris licite fieret introitus; ut quae non habebant ad secretiora sanctorum locurum corporalem accessum, aliquod haberent
ex eorum contemplatione salatione.” Historia Dunhelmensis Scriptores Tres, ed.
James Raine, Publications of the Surtees Society vol. 9 (London, 1839), 11.
28 Marner, 27.
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cathedral. Most impressive certainly would have been the large wall
painting depicting the saint as bishop.

Wall painting of St. Cuthbert, Galilee Chapel, Durham Cathedral
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cuthbert of Lindisfarne
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By including such features in the remodeling of the cathedral,
Hugh effectively transformed Cuthbert from a defensive, monastic
saint into an extroverted shepherd of an extensive flock. This
probably was not far from Hugh’s appraisal of himself. As Dominic
Marner writes, “By having Cuthbert represented as a late-twelfthcentury Bishop—in other words, as Puiset might have looked during
grand liturgical celebrations—Puiset was effectively placing himself
in the position as the rightful successor to the patron saint.”29
In addition, the remains of Cuthbert’s main biographer, the
Venerable Bede, were placed in a shrine in the Galilee Chapel in the
late twelfth century. It seems that Bede’s two Vitae of Cuthbert (one
prose, one verse) were growing in popularity in the second half of
the twelfth century, probably because they detailed a wide variety
of Cuthbert’s miracles. These sources were a vital component of
the effort to make St Cuthbert’s cult appeal to a wide audience.
Manuscript production of Bede’s Vitae increased rapidly in the late
twelfth and early thirteenth century.30 Not surprisingly, the most
famous of these manuscripts, the Yates Thompson 26 MS in the
British Library was produced during the episcopacy of Hugh du
Puiset. This sumptuously decorated and heavily illustrated piece
constituted a fine demonstration of the cult’s new emphasis on
popular presentation. Illustrations displayed Cuthbert interacting
with common people, including women, as well as monks.31 His
late-twelfth century promoters had made him a saint for all people.

29 Marner, 54.
30 In Bertram Colgrave’s study of the manuscripts of Bede’s prose Vita,
the vast majority are identified as either twelfth or thirteenth century productions,
with very many even being labeled “late twelfth” and “early thirteenth.” Two
Lives of Saint Cuthbert, ed. and trans. Bertram Colgrave (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1940), 20-39.
31 For a discussion of this manuscript, see Marner, 37-103. Marner’s
book also includes 46 color plates of illustrations from the manuscript..
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Bede’s Life of St Cuthbert (c.1175-1200). YT 26, f.45v

This is not to say that Bede’s Vitae were unknown earlier.
The monks of Durham used them in the early twelfth century
to argue for continuity between the revered early Lindisfarne
community and the community founded by William of St Calais,
but the greater proliferation of manuscripts, and especially the new
shrine, constituted more significant steps in the appropriation and
use of Cuthbert’s famous biographer.32 The combination of Bede’s
shrine and the paintings of Cuthbert in the Galilee Chapel, the
most accessible part of the cathedral, definitely strengthened the
presentation of the cult.
The building of the Chapel of the Nine Altars in the midthirteenth century was the culmination of this period of the cult’s
promotion. John Crook writes, “The construction of the Nine Altars
32 Abou-El-Haj’s study of early twelfth-century manuscripts of Bede’s
prose Vita show an emphasis on Cuthbert’s incorrupt body in the miniatures—a
key element of both the late seventh-century and early twelfth-century communities’ interaction with the saint. Abou-El-Haj, 188-94.
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was in part a response to the increasing number of pilgrims flocking
to the shrine of St Cuthbert, and it provided them with the access
that appears to have been lacking in the original design.”33

Shrine of St Cuthbert
http://www.sacred-destinations.com/england/durham-cathedral.htm

This grand addition constituted the fulfillment of Hugh du
Puiset’s vision for the eastern end of the cathedral. Extending the
apse allowed maximum space for ambulation and veneration of the
saint. Like so many features of Cuthbert’s cult in this era, this addition
seems to have been “undertaken in emulation of the splendid provision
made for the cult of Thomas Becket at Canterbury.”34 Finally, in
the mid-thirteenth century, Durham had its fully realized pilgrimage
church. Unfortunately for those who expended so much effort, the
33 Crook, 249-50.
34 Peter Draper, “The Nine Altars at Durham and Fountains,” Medieval Art and Architecture at Durham Cathedral, ed. Nicola Coldstream and Peter
Draper (Leeds: W.S. Maney and Son, 1980), 74.
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prominence of the cult soon waned, due both to the ascendancy of
the Becket cult and to a general decrease in pilgrimage, a result of
the increasing veneration of the Eucharist and other outlets of lay
religious expression.35
Symeon and Reginald: Two very different histories

This shift in the way the Durham clergy used Cuthbert becomes

especially clear when one contrasts the works of the two major
chroniclers of this period, Symeon and Reginald of Durham. Though
both authors were members of the Durham religious community,
their works would certainly be classified under different genres.
Symeon’s book would, by most definitions, be called a chronicle;
Reginald’s fits neatly under the rubric of hagiography. The fact that
these two historians wrote very different works is itself significant,
for their divergent genres betray their ultimate purposes.
Symeon, a member of the Benedictine community founded
by William of St Calais (and a monk very devoted to Bishop
William), wrote in the first decade of the twelfth century, while the
new establishment’s legitimacy was still very much contested. His
work Libellus de exordio atque procursu istius, hoc est Dunhelmensis
ecclesie (“Little book on the origin and progress of this, the church
of Durham”) is essentially a long narrative of the community of
St Cuthbert, from its foundation on Lindisfarne through the end
of the episcopacy of William of St Calais. The continuation of
the book takes the story even further chronologically, though the
authorship of the later portion is debated.36 Symeon emphasizes,
35 In the thirteenth century, devotion to the Eucharist, focused most
powerfully in the feast of Corpus Christi, became one of the chief components
of popular religious life. See Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late
Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1991).
36 On the continuation, see Bernard Meehan, “Notes on the Preliminary
Texts and Continuations to Symeon of Durham’s Libellus de exordio,” in Symeon
of Durham: Historian of Durham and the North, ed. David Rollason (Stamford:
Shaun Tyas, 1998), 128-39.
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above all, the legitimacy and authority of this monastic community,
at least partially to allay concerns about the expulsion in 1083 of
the congregatio sancti Cuthberti by the Benedictine community. To
demonstrate the need for this controversial replacement, he attempts
to depict the previous community as debauched, outmoded, and in
need of wholesale reform.
Reginald, “Durham’s greatest hagiographer after Bede,”37
wrote his Libellus de admirandis beati cuthberti virtutibus quae
novellis patratae sunt temporibus (“Little book on the wonderful
works of the blessed Cuthbert accomplished in recent times”) during
the episcopacy of Hugh du Puiset. In keeping with the goals of the
powerful bishop, Reginald seeks to promote the cult by building
up the image of the saint’s miraculous power. Reginald’s Cuthbert
becomes a saint not only for his monastic caretakers, as Symeon
would have him, but for all people. Like many hagiographic works,
this is definitely aimed at publicity and public relations.
The contrast between Symeon’s and Reginald’s treatment of
women provides an excellent subject for highlighting the difference
between the two works, and between the contexts of their respective
authors. Indeed, Symeon is the major source for our picture of
Cuthbert as a misogynist. His depiction of women in the Libellus
de exordio accords entirely with his emphasis on the legitimacy of
the Benedictine community as Cuthbert’s custodians. He declares,
for instance, that “it remains the case even today that women are
not given permission to enter virtually any of the churches which
the blessed confessor has sanctified with the presence of his sacred
body either now or formerly, in the time of flight or afterwards.”38
Symeon gives as the reason for this restriction the destruction of the
monastery of Coldingham by fire during Cuthbert’s pontificate; he
explains that this disaster was a punishment for the carnal sins of the
monks and nuns who lived there in too-close quarters. He recounts,
“Not long after this . . . Cuthbert, now raised to the Episcopal throne,
37 Marner, 31.
38 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 2.7: Rollason, ed., 104-05.
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severed his monks from all female company, so that neither they
nor their successors should ever at any time provoke the wrath of
God against themselves by setting such an example.”39 Incidentally,
Symeon notes that Bishop William’s dismissal of the congregatio
sancti Cuthberti in 1083 occurred because many of the custodians
had taken wives40; they had essentially become like the Coldingham
monks, ripe for punishment (or dismissal). Bishop William, of
course, returned to the community its female-free, celibate purity.
Even pious, well-intentioned women fail to qualify for any
favor in the eyes of Symeon’s Cuthbert. Symeon relates the story
of Judith, the wife of Tostig, earl of Northumbria, who “loved St
Cuthbert even more than did her husband.” Having already given
many donations to the church, she promised much more if she were
allowed to enter the church herself. As a cautionary measure, she
first sent one of her maidservants to make the attempt. When this
unfortunate girl was about to enter the church precinct, “she was
suddenly repelled by a violent force as of the wind, her strength
failed, and stricken with a grave infirmity, she was scarcely able to
return to the hospice.” The maid died soon after this experience, and
Judith subsequently sent many expensive decorations to the church
to atone for her mistake.41
The depictions of women in Reginald’s work are of a far
different character. One might think it absurd, after reading Reginald,
that Cuthbert was ever viewed as having ill will toward women.
Though Reginald occasionally mentions the restriction on women
inside Cuthbert’s churches, not a single story features the unchecked,
misogynistic wrath of the saint. On the contrary, Reginald depicts
him working tirelessly for the benefit and blessing of the pious
39 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 2.7: Rollason, ed., 106-07.
40 Marner (33) notes that the Chester-le-Street community was composed of secular clerics, so their practices are not surprising, since the church was
very lax on clerical celibacy before the reforms of the late eleventh century.
41 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 3.11: Rollason, ed., 176-77.
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female adherents to his cult. One tale in particular stands in stark
contrast to Symeon’s story of Judith, though the circumstances of
the two accounts initially appear similar. The main character in
Reginald’s narrative is Helisend, chambermaid of the Queen of
Scotland, who enters Durham cathedral in disguise, thinking her
virginity and innocence would not invite the saint’s wrath. At the
intrusion, Cuthbert alerts Bernard, sacristan of the cathedral, who
casts the poor girl from the church, heaping abuses on her in the
process. Symeon likely would have ended the story there (with a
much harsher punishment); Reginald continues, detailing the girl’s
intense remorse and resulting flight into a cloistered life. Eventually,
“the blessed Cuthbert, moved by the sweetness of her piety, rewarded
her penitence and expunged her offenses in his leniency.”42
Another important difference in the two accounts may be
found in their respective treatment of miracles. Cuthbert’s miracles,
as told by Symeon, are mostly variations on the themes of defense and
retribution, accomplished always on behalf of the saint’s caretakers.
Particularly telling are those miracles that involve William the
Conqueror. For example, Symeon recounts an instance when the
king stopped by Durham in 1071 on a return trip from Scotland. He
demanded to see Cuthbert’s body, threatening to execute some of the
clergy if the holy body was not present in the town. After making
these threats, the king “began to burn with a terrible heat and to be
so wearied by it, that he could hardly bear such a high temperature.”
William fled quickly, leaving behind all the niceties that had been
laid out for him. “By this sign he [the king] acknowledged that the
great confessor of God Cuthbert rests there, and he was not permitted
to harm the people because God prohibited him from doing so.”43
Symeon’s emphasis on the monastic community’s authority becomes
especially apparent when this story is compared with the account of
42 Reginald, Libellus de admirandis beati Cuthberti quae novellis patratae sunt temporibus, ch. 74: ed. Surtees Society, Publications of the Surtees
Society, vol.1 (London: J.B. Nichols and Son, 1835), 154.
43 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 3.19: Rollason, ed., 196-97.
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William’s visit in an earlier document, written by an anonymous
clerk in the period before episcopacy of William of St Calais. In
that tale, “William came to the shrine, listened to an account of royal
donations read from the Historia [de sancto Cuthberto, a Vita written
in the tenth century], and offered gifts to Cuthbert as his predecessors
were said to have done.” There was no confrontation, for the earlier
author was not concerned with upholding the legitimacy of the new
community vis-à-vis king or bishop.44
Although Reginald softens some of the rough edges of the
Cuthbert found in the narrations of earlier hagiographers,45 the
inspiration for his work is obviously Bede’s Vitae, and many of his
miracle stories draw heavily upon the tales narrated by the great
Anglo-Saxon author. It is not surprising that Reginald’s work and
the placement of Bede’s body in the Galilee Chapel shrine, not
to mention the proliferation of illuminated manuscripts of Bede’s
Vitae, all appeared in this era of intense cult promotion. Unlike the
miracles detailed by Symeon, which remained fixated on the same
theme, the miraculous deeds related by Reginald are characterized by
great variety. Reginald’s Cuthbert continues to defend his devotees,
but retributive stories constitute only a small percentage of the total
number.46 The largest number of miracles are curative, the kind
sought after by most pilgrims. Moreover, the saint’s healing powers
in Reginald’s tales are remarkably versatile; no infirmity is too great
for his power and compassion. Reginald sometimes describes these
illnesses at length to emphasize the magnitude of the cures.47
In addition, Reginald’s Cuthbert intercedes on behalf of both
men and women; some of his female beneficiaries even receive
44 Abou-El-Haj, 179.
45 Marner, 32-3.
46 Tudor, “The Cult of St Cuthbert in the Twelfth Century,” 453-4.
47 For an example of such a description, see Reginald, Libellus de admirandis, ch.119: Surtees vol.1, 264-65.
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their intercession inside the cathedral precinct. For instance, a poor
shepherdess in one tale is able to save her flock from a wolf pack by
driving them into the cemetery outside of Durham cathedral, a place
women were formerly forbidden to enter.48 Such encroachment on
the saint’s sacred space is an aspect of the cult that would have been
unthinkable for Symeon. However, in an age when Saints Thomas
of Canterbury and Godric of Finchale commanded the veneration
of large numbers of women, it was important for the promoters of
Cuthbert’s cult to counter the misogynist reputation St Cuthbert had
acquired, in order to keep pace with his competitors. The last thirty
chapters of Reginald’s Libellus were written after 1170 and remain
particularly illustrative of the impact of the Canterbury cult on
Durham. Whereas the miracle stories of the 111 pre-1170 chapters
are not geographically confined to Durham and in fact ranged far and
wide, the bulk of the post-1170 tales are limited to the immediate
vicinity of the saint. One story features a noblewoman healed of an
ailment by Cuthbert at Durham after her friends cast lots to determine
whether she should appeal to St Thomas, St Edmund, or St Cuthbert.
The woman ultimately chooses to devote herself to Cuthbert, and
“in that same hour she began to get better.”49
The respective treatments of the translation of Cuthbert into
the cathedral in 1104 comprise a final, significant contrast between
the two authors. The translation is the centerpiece of Reginald’s
miracle collection. He devotes four chapters to its narration and
described the proceedings in the most detailed fashion.50 Upon
opening the sepulcher, writes Reginald, the monks found the saint’s
body incorrupt and sweet smelling, though he had been dead for
four centuries. Though the preserved body constitutes a stock
trope in medieval hagiography, this miracle nevertheless provided
absolute proof of Cuthbert’s sanctity. Such a tale would certainly
48 Reginald, Libellus de admirandis, ch.139: Surtees vol.1, 288-89.
49 Reginald, Libellus de admirandis, ch.115: Surtees vol.1, 260-61.
50 Reginald, Libellus de admirandis, ch. 40-43: Surtees vol.1, 84-90.
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have appealed to the curiosity and religious fervor of Reginald’s
intended audience—potential pilgrims to the shrine.
The translation of St Cuthbert was certainly important for
Symeon and the early Benedictines as well, but for a very different
reason. For them, it represented the capstone, the seal of approval,
for Bishop William’s entire program. Nevertheless, Symeon did
not choose to write in detail about the translation itself nor the
miracles that accompanied the event. Although he did remark at
least two times in passing that he witnessed Cuthbert’s incorrupt
body, probably on the occasion of the 1104 translation, Symeon
ended his chronicle before reaching that chronological point.
51
Rather than discuss the importance of this event in the life of
his community, Symeon decided instead to end his book with the
death of his mentor, William of St Calais. Even in its expanded
form, the chronicle ultimately says little about the translation of
the relics. Symeon’s continuator focused primarily on the William
Cumin affair and the war between England and Scotland in the midtwelfth century. Symeon’s final, elegiac words are reserved for
Bishop William and describe the inconsolable sorrow of the monks
at losing their leader: “I think it is better to be silent here about the
greatness of their grief for the loss of such a father, and about how
much they lamented and wept, rather than that it should be said that
this surpasses what is credible to anyone.”52 From these words it is
clear that Bishop William and his reforms were of prime importance
for Symeon. The promotion of the cult of St Cuthbert remained at
all times a secondary concern.
Conclusion

The religious community of Durham experienced a significant
shift in its use of the cult of St Cuthbert during the twelfth century.
The emphasis in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries was
166-7.

51 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 1.10 and 3.7: Rollason, ed., 52-53, and
..
52 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 4.10: Rollason, ed., 254-57.
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on consolidating the authority and legitimizing the existence of the
Norman-based, Benedictine community as a replacement for the
previous congregatio sancti Cuthberti. As the political situation in
Northumbria became more secure in the mid-twelfth century, the
community turned to the promotion of the cult. Spurred by the
quickly-rising, rival cult of St Thomas Becket, the Durham clergy,
led by the indomitable Bishop Hugh du Puiset, sought to alter the
reputation and presentation of the saint, in an effort to make him
appeal to a wide pilgrim audience. Changes in the architecture of the
cathedral and in historical writing by the town’s monks demonstrate
the impact of this change. This study and others like it will, it is
hoped, serve to further discussions of medieval ecclesiastical reform,
piety and sanctity as shaped and influenced by their local, social and
institutional frameworks.

John D. Young is an assistant professor of history at Flagler College in St.

Augustine, FL, and holds graduate degrees from the University of Notre Dame and
the University of Oxford. His research interests lie in the religious and cultural
history of the high Middle Ages, particularly in the local, institutional settings of
broader historical trends.
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The re-discovery of the works of Mendel and others has added greatly to our

understanding of genetics. Such is now the case of Peter Severinus, with the recent
recovery (or re-discovery) of his seminal work, Idea Medicinae Philosophicae
(1571). Severinus concurred with Paracelsus’s (1493-1541) concept of seeds
(little chemical factories) that worked on matter to form living things; but he
was also aware of transplantation (grafting and cross-pollination) that changed
phenotypes and genotypes in plants. Severinus applied this understanding to
hereditary diseases in humans and extended Paracelsian theory. He believed that
certain diseases in one’s offspring were caused by a parent’s infected (abnormal)
seed. He observed that some hereditary diseases skip generations, and some
eventually lose their force and die out. His understanding of hereditary diseases
also gave hope for their treatment, i.e., the chemical imbalance associated with
a hereditary disease could be altered with the proper chemical remedy. His
theory of hereditary disease was discussed and respected for almost a century
but, eventually, it was forgotten as medicine moved towards a mechanical view
of biological processes, and focused on the matter theory, measurement, and
eventually Lavoisier’s oxygen chemistry.

Introduction

The relationship between theory and observation is complex. This

is illustrated by the ability of early modern chemical physicians to
offer more detailed explanations of the causes of inherited traits and
of hereditary diseases than could practitioners of traditional humoral

Walton & Fineman
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medical theory. The theory (beginning in the 5th century B.C.E) of
the four humors, which held sway in medicine into the early modern
period (17th to 18th centuries), was not well suited to account for
why children were like their parents in so many ways, nor why they
often shared their parents’ health problems. In the sixteenth century,
Paracelsus and his intellectual disciples rejected the humoral theory
of medicine and developed a “chemical” philosophy. This change in
conceptualization allowed “chemical physicians” to attribute health
and heredity to chemical processes in the body, which could be
transmitted to offspring.
I

In humoral medicine, health and illness were the balance or

imbalance of the four humors and their qualities of hot, cold, moist,
and dry. Conception and fetal development were also determined
by these factors. The material and spiritual components supplied
by parents were drawn from their humoral constitution. These raw
materials developed in the uterus, which was believed to contain
chambers of different mixes of heat, cold, moisture, and dryness.
The fetus was by analogy “cooked” in the womb.1
Besides parental humoral constitutions and the conditions of
the uterus, the humoral theory accepted various external factors as
influencing fetal development. the seasons, astrological influences,
maternal thoughts, and sexual desire affected the conceptus in the
womb. The Greek gynecologist, Soranus (98-138 C.E.), discussed
such factors and how they contributed to the new individual.
1 For details on conception and fetal development in ancient and early
modern times: Galen, Galen On the Usefulness of the Parts of the Body, tr. Margaret Tallmadge May, (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1968), v. 2, 631; Friedolf Kudlien, “The
Seven Cells of the Uterus: The Doctrine and Its Roots,” Bulletin of the History
of Medicine, 49 (1965), 415-23; Luke Demaitre, The Fasciculus Medicinae (Birmingham, Classics of Medicine Library, 1988), 54-55; Michael T. Walton, Robert
M. Fineman, and Phyllis J. Walton, “Holy Hermaphrodites and Medical Facts.”
Cauda Pavonis, n.s. 18 (1999), 32-36; and Walton and Fineman, “The Prevention
of Infirm or Monstrous Births” Quidditas, 22 (2001), 71-75.
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Just as without appetite it is impossible for the seed to be
discharged by the male, in the same manner, without appetite it
cannot be conceived by the female.2

If the male or female lacked sexual appetite, he or she would not
expel sufficient matter into the womb to reproduce.3 This desirebased matter and spirit was the parental contribution to the fetus.4
That Soranus believed those basic materials were shaped
and altered by such varied factors indicates that Soranus had no
clear understanding of heredity. Diet, for example, was crucial in
providing the matter for fetal growth.
Moreover, one must realize that the food sufficient for one
organism has to be divided for the nourishment and growth of
two organisms, so that it no longer remains sufficient for the
gravida; for what is devoted to the fetus is of necessity taken
away from the gravida.5

Poisonous or negative substances might distort fetal development.
[B]ecause the body in a natural state performs its proper
functions but it is not in a natural state at the time of drunkenness
and indigestion. And just as no other natural function can
be affected in such a state, neither can conception. Second,
because the seed when attached must be nourished, and takes
food from the substance containing blood and pneuma which
is brought to it. But in drunkenness and indigestion all vapor
2 Soranus, Gynecology, tr. Oswei Temkin (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
UP, 1956), 1:42.
3 The resultant birth of a child did not excuse rape, because the law recognized a distinction between sexual appetite and mental resolve. Ibid., I:36.
4 Ibid., I, 42. Also, Nicholas Culpeper in A Directory for Midwives (London, 1651) develops a Christian notion of desire in the female. Love stimulates
the production of seed; therefore, barrenness is often caused by want of love.
5 Ibid., I, 38.
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is spoilt and thus the pneuma too is rendered turbid. Therefore
danger arises lest by reason of the bad material contributed the
seed too change for the worse. Furthermore, [the] satiety due
to heavy drinking hinders [the] attachment of the seed to the
uterus. Just as in drunken people the wine, by vigorously rising
up makes wounds difficult to unite, it stands to reason that the
attachment of the seed is disturbed by the same cause.6

Drunkenness was related to the influence of imagination on
the fetus. If a mother’s imagination could shape the fetus, then any
role of heredity was diminished or even eliminated. For example,
one would think that the humoral constitution of a deformed parent
could result in a deformed child. Such an outcome could be avoided
by understanding the role of imagination in gestation.
What is one to say concerning the fact that various states of the
soul also produce certain changes in the mould of the fetus?
For instance, some women, seeing monkeys during intercourse,
have borne children resembling monkeys. The tyrant of the
Cyprians who was misshapen, compelled his wife to look at
beautiful statues during intercourse and became the father of
well-shaped children; and horse-breeders, during covering,
place noble horses in front of the mares. Thus, in order that
the offspring may not be rendered misshapen, women must be
sober during coitus because in drunkenness the soul becomes
the victim of strange phantasies; this furthermore, because the
offspring bears some resemblance to the mother as well, not
only in body but in soul.7

II

Although Soranus is relatively late and can be understood as a

summation of ancient humoral gynecological medicine, it is quite
clear that he had no clear notion of how parents transmitted their
6 Ibid.
7 Hippocrates, The Sacred Disease in The Genuine Works of Hippocrates, tr. Francis Adams (London: Sydenham Society, 1849), 847.
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traits to offspring. Indeed, Owsei Temkin, the noted scholar of
ancient medicine, believed that there was really no ancient humoral
idea of heredity. Hippocrates did use the term hereditary when
referring to epilepsy and wrote about the humoral disposition of the
parents influencing their children:
The origin is hereditary, like that of other diseases . . . . The
disease was hereditary because it arose from the humoral nature
of a person which derived from the parents. The mechanism
of inheritance was the derivation of seed or sperm from all
parts of the parents. The humoral make-up of the parents thus
passed to the children. For if a phlegmatic person be born of
a phlegmatic, and a bilious of a bilious, and a phthisical of a
phthisical, and one having spleen disease, of another having
disease of the spleen, what is to hinder it from happening that
where the father and mother were subject to this disease, certain
of their offspring should be so affected also? As the semen
comes from all parts of the body, healthy particles will come
from healthy parts, and unhealthy from unhealthy parts.8

Temkin interpreted the use of heredity in this text to mean
“natural.” Indeed, Hippocrates was the only ancient writer to use the
word heredity in such a manner. Certainly, Soranus did not use it in
his Gynæcia. Temkin argues:
Curiously enough, his [Hippocrates’] is the only statement of
this kind to be found in the remains of ancient literature, and
this seems no mere chance. For he maintained that all diseases
were hereditary, that the sacred disease formed no exception,
and that it was therefore, just as capable of a natural explanation
as were the others. His isolated statement, therefore, represents
a dialectic argument against magic beliefs rather than the early
recognition of the hereditary character of epilepsy.9
8 Ibid.
9 Owsei Temkin, The Falling Sickness (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP,
1971), 31. Caelius Aurelianus (5th century AD), De Morbis Acutis et Chronicis,
cites Parmenides of Elea (6th century BCE) for the proposition that homosexuality arises from an improper mixing of seed in the womb and that this mixing is
transmitted to the offspring of homosexuals. This seems to qualify Temkin’s state-

Walton & Fineman

55

Temkin is probably correct about the word “heredity,” but Hippocrates
does intimate the idea of some kind of humoral inheritance affecting
the constitution of the child.
The doctrine of imagination was much more in evidence than
the concept of heredity, and not just in folk wisdom but in professional
medicine. The great sixteenth-century French surgeon, Ambrose
Paré, stressed the importance of imagination to fetal development.
He taught that newborns who displayed animal characteristics could
have been influenced by parental bestial thoughts and behaviors
(Figure 1).10

Figure 1

Even skin color was subject to this influence, as illustrated by the
story of the Ethiopian queen who gave birth to a white child because
she thought of a picture of a white woman during intercourse.
ment. See I. E. Drabkin, Caelius Aurelianus On Acute Disease and on Chronic
Diseases (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1950), 902-905.
10 Ambrose Paré, “Concerning the Generation of Man,” in: Works, tr. T.
Johnson, (London, 1649), 662, 663, 648.
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The Antients haveing diligently sought into all the secrets of
nature, have marked and observed other causes of the generation
of Monsters: for, understanding the force of imagination to bee
so powerful in us, as for the most part, it may alter the bodie
of them that imagine, they soon perswaded themselvs that the
facultie which formeth the infant may bee led and governed
by the firm and strong cogitation of the parents begetting them
(often deluded by nocturnal and deceitful apparitions) or by the
mother conceiving them; and so that which is strongly conceived
in the minde, imprint’s the force into the infant conceived in the
womb: which thing manie think to bee confirmed by Moses,
becaus hee tell’s that Jacob encreased and bettered the part
of the sheep granted to him by Laban, his wive’s father, by
putting rods, haveing the bark in part, pulled off, finely streaked
with white and green, in the places where they used to drink,
especially at the time they engendred, that the representation
apprehended in the conception, should bee presently impressed
in the young; for the force of imagination hath so much power
over the infant, that it set’s upon it the notes or charters of the
thing conceived.
We have read in Heliodorus, that Persina Queen of
Ætheiopia, by her husband Hidustes, beeing also an Ethiope,
had a daughter of a white complexion; becaus in the embraces of
her husband, by which shee proved with childe, shee earnestly
fixed her eie and minde upon the picture of the fair Andromeda
standing opposite her. 11

Various malformed or monstrous births were thought to
result from negative imagination.12 As late as the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, people blamed the entertainer Johannes
Grigg’s legless and deformed state on his mother having viewed a
battlefield of mutilated corpses during her pregnancy.13 No wonder
11 Ibid., 592.
12 Ibid., 648 and Michael T. Walton, Robert M. Fineman, and Phyllis J.
Walton, “Of Monsters and Prodigies,” American Journal of Medical Genetics, 47
(1993), 7-13.
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that physicians advised women to conceive and gestate in a healthy,
pleasant environment.
If then, as Temkin asserts theories of inherited traits and
diseases were not a part of traditional humoral medicine, when
did physicians start to seriously focus on heredity? When did the
word itself come into serious medical usage? These questions can
be answered with some precision in the middle of the sixteenth
century. And the physicians who began the inquiry and proposed
a mechanism were the Paracelsians. Paracelsus (Figure 2), like a
chemical Luther, embarked on a quest to free medicine and chemistry
from the grip of the ancient pagans and to establish them on a firm
Christian foundation of scripture and experience.

Paracelsus built upon and altered the alchemical tradition.
Taking his information from his own observations rather than from
ancient and medieval medical works, he came to see all natural
processes as chemical. Living beings had within them various archeii
or little chemical factories that produced what the body needed for
a healthy existence. The archeii were governed by a chief archeus.
13 Ricky Jay, Learned Pigs & Fireproof Women (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Groux, 1986), 58.
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Illness occurred when foreign seeds containing bad archeii entered
the body. These seeds took over and corrupted normal chemical
functions. Thus the chemical philosophy analogized processes seen
in nature and the laboratory to activities hidden in the body.14
Most of Paracelsus’s works were published in the decade
or so after his death. They occasioned heated debate among
theologians, physicians and chemists. Paracelsus himself did not put
forward a clearly articulated chemical theory of conception and fetal
development. He accepted the notion of seeds; his seeds bore not
only forms but also the archeii. To a large degree, his description of
reproductive processes follow traditional medicine.
Four things play a part in conception and birth: body,
imagination, form and influence [astral and other influences].
The imagination of a pregnant woman is so strong that it can
influence the seed and change the fruit in her womb in many
directions. Her inner stars [chemical make-up of her archeii]
act powerfully and vigorously upon the fruit, so that its nature
is thereby deeply and solidly shaped and forged. For the child
in the mother’s womb is exposed to the mother’s influence, and
is as though entrusted to the hand and will of its mother, as
the clay is entrusted to the hand of the potter, who creates and
forms out of it what he wants and what he pleases.15

Although Paracelsus’s doctrine of imagination differed little
from that of orthodox biological thinkers, he did teach that conditions
like insanity could enter a fetus as foreign chemical forces.16 Despite
14 For a detailed discussion of Paracelsus and the chemical philosophy
see Allen G. Debus, The Chemical Philosophy (New York: Science History Publications, 1977).
15 Paracelsus, Man and the Created World, trans.Henry E. Sigerist
(1941; rpt. Birmingham, Ala.: Classics of Medicine Library, 1988), 105-106.
16 Paracelsus, Diseases That Deprive Man of His Reason in Four Treatises Of Theophrastus Von Hohenheim Called Paracelsus, tr. C. Lillian Temkin,
George Rosen, Gregory Zilboorg and Henry E. Sigerist (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1941).
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his failure to develop his ideas of chemical inheritance, Paracelsus’s
chemical medicine inspired the Danish physician Peter Severinus to
propose a chemical theory of heredity.
III
Peter Severinus (1540-1602) was influenced profoundly by the
teachings of Paracelsus during his training in several traditional
medical schools. Later, when Severinus began to practice medicine,
he presented a synthesis of traditional Galenic-Hippocratic medicine
and Paracelsianism in his Idea Medicinae Philosophicae, printed
1571 (Figure 3).17 Severinus became physician to the kings of
Denmark, giving him prestige, but he published no other works.

17 Historians of science and medicine have long known that Severinus
was an important chemical physician; however, only recently has he been studied
in detail by Jole Shackelford. See, A Philosophical Path for Paracelsian Medicine, (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2004). In a way, this brief essay
is a footnote to Shackelford’s study of Peter Severinus’s Idea Medicinae Philosophicae. (Basel, 1571). An anonymous translator rendered Idea into English in
the early 17th century, see British Library, Sloane MS 11.
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Severinus argued that a synthesis of Galenic-Hippocratic medicine
and Paracelsianism provided a proper path for the development
of modern medicine. Although tradition medicine had its place,
Paracelsus’s ideas and remedies were better suited to treat new
diseases. Moreover, Paracelsus’s chemistry provided the key to
better understanding physiological processes and disease.
In a brief section of the Idea Medicinae, Severinus reported
his observations of familial diseases and explained them according
to the Paracelsian theory of “seeds.” Biological entities arise from
parental seeds that carry chemical codes. Diseased seeds can infect
parental seeds. Severinus called this the “transplantation of hereditary
diseases.” He explained that corruptions or diseases infected the root
or basic parental reproductive seed. He also distinguished between
the general seed of the species, which all members have in common,
(which we might call the genome) and the particular seeds of the
individual parents. “Seed” seems to be used by Severinus to apply
to several parental components that go into the composition of the
new individual. Severinus taught that although the general seed is
stable, individual reproductive seeds could be infected with sterility,
plague, and other diseases. These diseases, because they are resident
in reproductive seeds, influence progeny “into the third and fourth
generation.”18
Severinus went on to demonstrate the compatibility of a
chemical theory of physiology with observations of disease. Because
of their anomalous nature, hereditary diseases are the clearest example
of the influence of disease on the reproductive seed, “for whatever is
contained in parents, be it healthy or diseased . . . is able to affect [the]
root [reproductive seed] of human nature.”19 Sometimes diseases
of the parents appear in the offspring (dominant). At other times,
the disease in the parental seed is latent (recessive). As Severinus
wrote:
18 Ibid., 220. Translation ours.
19 Ibid. Translation ours.
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Thus, much is contained in parental seeds which lurk silently,
maturing and ready to burst out in time, unexpected symptoms
in the astronomy of birth which then became explicable. When
this happens… gouty children [are formed] from nongouty
parents and epileptic and mad children from nonepileptic
and sane parents, gouty parents engender nongouty children,
epileptic non epileptic, parents with the stone children without
the stone.20

Severinus believed that if hereditary diseases were understood
as caused by chemical infections of the parents’ seeds, the possibility
was opened for chemical treatment of such disorders. He also
realized that some hereditary diseases became diluted over time as
healthy parental seeds multiplied over unhealthy ones, coming to
dominate or eliminate transplanted diseases, i.e., they resolved over
time. Severinus noted:
They manifest discrimination according to age and [are]
absolutely resolved in the fourth generation, sometimes the
sixth, and now and again the tenth.”21

Opponents of the Paracelsian chemical philosophy argued
that it was heretical and originated in magic.22 To a degree this
was true. Chemical philosophy, however, provided a powerful
alternative to tradition. It was exciting to many because it rejected
20 Ibid., 221. Translation ours.
21 Ibid. Translation ours.
22 For discussion of the controversy surrounding the chemical philosophy, see Charles D. Gunnoe, Jr., “Erastus and Paracelsianism: Theological Motifs
in Thomas Erastus’ Rejection of Paracelsian, Natural Philosophy,” in Reading
the Book of Nature, ed. Allen G. Debus and Michael T. Walton (Kirkville, MO:
Sixteenth Century Journal Publishers, 1998), 45-66 and Bruce T. Moran Andreas
Libavius and the Transformation of Alchemy (Sagamore Beach, MA: Science History Publications, 2007).
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pagan philosophy in favor of a spiritualized Christian chemistry.23
The revolutionary nature of a chemical model for biology and
heredity is apparent in Severinus. Ideas of reproduction through seeds
that work chemically and diseases as chemical seeds allowed theory
and observation to function in a more satisfactory and productive
manner than in pre-chemical medicine. Whether Severinus’ theory
of hereditary disease was fully appreciated by contemporaries and
chemical physicians of the seventeenth century is doubtful. The
concept was praised in Philiatros, an anonymous tract of 1615.24
Some physicians accepted the idea of hereditary disease. William
Clowes identified “hereditary syphilis” in 1596.25 Robert Burton
agreed with Paracelsus that parents were a cause of melancholy.26
In the 1660’s, the chemist William Davidson discussed in detail the
concept of transplantation.27
Nonetheless, most physicians did not view diseases in terms
of heredity. For example, at the end of the seventeenth century, the
universally admired medical authority Thomas Sydenham analyzed
gout in humoral terms, attributing its cause to environment and diet.28
23 See Michael T. Walton, Genesis and the Chemical Philosophy: True
Christian Science in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Brooklyn, NY:
AMS Press, forthcoming).
24 Philiatros or a Copie of an Epistle (London,1615) discussed in Shackelford, Philosophical Path, 265-269.
25 William Clowes, A Profitable and Necessarie Booke of Observations
(London, 1596), 151.
26 Robert Burton, Anatomy of Melancholy (London, 1652), 136-137.
27 William Davidson, Philosophia . . . Commentariarum…Ideam Medicinae Philosophicae… Prodromus (The Hague, 1660), discussed in Shackelford, Philosophical Path, 232.
�������������������
Thomas Sydenham, On Gout, in The Works of Thomas Sydenham,
MD, tr. from the Latin Edition of William Greenhill by R. G. Latham (London:
Sydenham Society, 1848), v.2, 123.
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Despite increased recognition of the reality of hereditary diseases,
Severinus’s theory was no longer remembered by the eighteenth
century. Given the manifold insufficiencies of chemistry and the
general inability of medical scholars to deal with physiological
processes at a micro-level, this fact is of no wonder. Indeed, if we
may jump a few centuries, in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, chemistry offered no more detailed theory to explain
heredity than was available in the sixteenth century. The general
ideas of germ plasm and the cell, available to Darwin and his
contemporaries, while conceptually useful, gave no specific insight
into the biochemical basis of heredity. Severinus was, of course,
no modern, but rather a careful observer who recognized the value
of a new theory and its way of looking at problems. His forgotten
passage on heredity says much about his acumen and the importance
of the chemical philosophy in the sixteenth century.
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Politics and Culture at the Jacobean Court:
The Role of Queen Anna of Denmark

Courtney Erin Thomas
Yale University

Until recently, analyses of the Jacobean court marginalized the important role

played by James I and VI’s queen consort, Anna of Denmark. While historians
and literary critics now acknowledge that Anna was a key player in patronage
networks and artistic circles at the time, the extent of her political involvement
remains largely unexplored in favor of portraying her solely as a cultural
figure. This essay seeks to examine the connections between Anna’s cultural and
political activities and suggests that, by viewing Anna’s involvements thorough
a dichotomous lens as being either political or cultural, a truly textured and
nuanced understanding of the Jacobean court eludes scholars.

Introduction1

Anna of Denmark

2

has had a bad press. Works on James I and the

1 The author wishes to thank Jennifer Ng, Julian Martin and Keith
Wrightson for their suggestions and assistance in preparing this piece, and the
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada for their generous
support. Dr. James Forse also provided valuable insights and insightful criticism
for which the author is most appreciative.
2 Usually, scholars have opted for the Anglicized “Anne of Denmark.”
In this article James’s queen will be referred to as “Anna of Denmark.” The
queen’s own preference was to sign her name in the Danish form of “Anna,” and
it was the form given when she swore her oath of office during her investiture as
Queen of Scotland in 1590. In primary documents contemporaries referred to her
as both “Anna” and “Anne.” For more on the argument for the use of “Anna,”
see Leeds Barroll, Anna of Denmark, Queen of England: A Cultural Biography
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Jacobean court have often been dismissive of her influence and her
contributions to the court culture of the period. As Leeds Barroll
puts it, there has been “a strongly-entrenched scholarly tradition
of Anna as shallow, vain, and addicted to ludicrously frivolous
activities.”3 Recently has this image of Anna has begun to change,
as historians develop greater appreciation of the importance of ritual
and symbolism as forms of politics, and grasp that “the continued
separation of seventeenth-century culture from politics will only
impoverish understanding of both.”4 Acknowledging that ritual and
symbolism have political ramifications has opened the door for new
understandings of the court masques (for which Anna was once so
ridiculed) as forms of political expression. Once one accepts the
political implications of court entertainments, it becomes extremely
difficult to deny that Anna played any sort of political role. Rather
than being displays of frivolity, the Queen’s court masques were
concerned with symbolic political manoeuvre and conflict resolution.
Many scholars now appreciate this aspect of Anna’s political role.
However, Anna’s political involvements were not limited to
her participation in masques. This article, while offering a discussion
of Anna’s cultural achievements and their political importance,
will argue that, quite apart from her artistic patronage, Anna was
also involved with more overtly political intrigues and activities at
the highest level. I seek to show (in keeping with recent insights
offered by scholars such as Leeds Barroll, David Bergeron and
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 173, n. 1. Further discus
sion can also be found in Agnes Strickland, Lives of the Queens of England From
the Norman Conquest (Philadelphia: George Barrie & Sons, 1902/1848), IX, 41.
3 Leeds Barroll, “Theatre as Text: The Case of Queen Anna and the Jacobean Court Masque,” The Elizabethan Theatre, 14 (1991), 178-179.
4 R. Malcolm Smuts, Culture and Power in England, 1585-1685 (New
York: St. Martin’s, 1999), 2. Smuts (1-40) offers an insightful discussion of the
need to develop a synthesis between politics and culture in the period based on an
approach that is both interdisciplinary and theoretically informed.
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Clare McManus)5 that Anna was an important political figure at the
early Jacobean court, one whose activities are worthy of analysis,
especially because they can tell us much about the roles of other
aristocratic women at the court. Far from being confined entirely to
the periphery as a person of no lasting significance to the political
and cultural landscape of the Jacobean court, Anna was a skilled
social performer and a key player in the court politics of the period.
The aim of this article is to provide some new insights into Anna’s
career at the English court – a career in which, contrary to early
assessments, she played both political and cultural roles.
Cultural Output and the Jacobean Court: Anna of Denmark,
Court Masquing and Cultural Patronage

Masques were a complex artistic form which possessed the

potential for making both cultural and political statements. Earlier
historians often regarded the court masques of the Stuart period as
little more than diversions crafted by the ruling class for their own
amusement. However, the growing dialogue between historians and
social theorists has resulted in a more comprehensive understanding
of the importance of cultural output and symbolic performance.
This is especially so in the case of Renaissance monarchies, where
state theatre was an integral part of the governance of a realm
that was dominated by the intangibility of royalty and divine
right.6 Far from being mere trifles, masques were a vital form of
5 See Barroll, Anna, David M. Bergeron, Practicing Renaissance Scholarship: Plays, Pageants, Patrons, and Politics (Pittsburgh: Duquesne Press,
2000) and Clare McManus, Women on the Renaissance Stage: Anna of Denmark
and Female Masquing in the Stuart Court, 1590-1619 (Manchester: Manchester
UP, 2002).
6  	 For more on this, see Roy Strong, Art and Power: Renaissance
Festivals, 1450-1650 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1973), Graham Parry, The
Golden Age Restor’d: The Culture of the Stuart Court, 1603-1642 (New York:
St. Martin’s, 1981), and Stephen Orgel, The Illusion of Power: Political Theatre
in the English Renaissance (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991).
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expressing the central value system espoused by the ruling classes.
Masques served a dual purpose for the Jacobean court; they were,
simultaneously, cultural expressions and political statements. They
were a form of state theatre, which Clifford Geertz describes as
meta-physical theatre . . . designed to express a view of the
ultimate nature of reality and, at the same time, to shape the
existing conditions of life to be consonant with that reality; that
is, theatre to present an ontology and, by presenting it, to make
it happen—make it actual. 7

The royal courts where Anna’s masques were staged were the
location where the royal language was deployed and, through her
use and development of the masques, Anna found a potent vehicle
for patronage (and all the political involvement that is entailed) and
the articulation of a political agenda.8
For this reason her masquing activities deserve more
attention from historians, both in a cultural and a political context.
Her contemporaries perceived the importance of these displays
and invitations to the Queen’s masques were viewed by foreign
ambassadors as special marks of favor shown to them by the
monarchy. In one example, the French ambassador bristled for a
period of several weeks when the Spanish ambassador was invited
to a masque and he was not (Anna, at that juncture, favored a
Spanish marriage for her son Henry over a French one, and both of
the respective ambassadors perceived that Anna’s invitations made
a political statement).9 Masques can also be viewed as an excellent
7 Clifford Geertz, Negara: The Theatre State in Nineteenth-Century Bali
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1980), �����������������������������������������������
104. For commentary on Geertz’s cultural theories, see Fred Inglis, Clifford Geertz: Culture, Custom, and Ethics (Cambridge:
Polity Press, 2000).
8 I use the plural term “courts” to denote the separate spaces of Queen
Anna, King James, and Prince Henry.
9 See Barbara Kiefer Lewalski, Writing Women in Jacobean England
(Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1993), where Anna’s use of masque invitations as a
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example of Erving Goffman’s concept of dramatic realization—
essentially performances and actions that strive, through the
deployment of symbolic language, to make visible the invisible.10
The qualities that Anna desired to express as belonging to her were
intangible ones and centred on the Renaissance ideals of majesty and
royal self presentation. Masquing, alongside other cultural activities
such as art patronage, granted to Anna, in effect, a blank canvas
whereon she was able to craft richly symbolic images of herself that
drew attention to the all-important, but invisible, qualities possessed
by a queen.
While many historians now recognize the political and
cultural importance of the Jacobean masques, earlier scholars were
quick to dismiss them. Consequently, Anna’s role in the masques
was once cited as an example of her frivolity and foolishness;
masquing was depicted as the sole passion of Anna’s life and the
driving force behind all of her actions. Such a characterization,
however, ignores the fact that she ceased to be actively involved
in the masques as a performer after 1612. An interesting feature
of some of the historiography surrounding Anna (and one that is
demonstrative of the extent to which the traditional master narrative
of her as totally unimportant to the Stuart court has taken hold) is
that after historians began to revise their earlier conceptions of the
masques and acknowledge their importance, Anna was removed from
being involved with them at all.11 Hence, when the masques were
perceived as outside the purview of the serious historian, they were
means to declare her political allegiances is developed.
	�� ����������������
Erving ���������
Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New
York: Doubleday, 1959), 30-34.
11 For an excellent example of this, see Roy Strong, Henry, Prince of
Wales and England’s Lost Renaissance (London: Thames and Hudson, 1986),
wherein Strong attributes all credit for the masques not to Anna but to her young
son Henry. Recent work has been rightfully critical of Strong’s denial of Anna’s
integral importance to the productions of the early Stuart masques.
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attributed to Anna as an example of her stupidity and imprudence,
but, when their cultural and political importance was recognized,
they were portrayed as occurring because of the activities of others
besides Anna. Ben Jonson, whom Anna employed as the writer of
several of her masques, was often given sole credit for them. While
Jonson and others actually penned the masques in the technical
sense of the term, it was Anna who chose their central themes and
characters, and informed the writers she patronized of the manner
in which she wished the spectacles to be organized and performed.
Anna’s contemporaries were in no doubt that it was she who crafted
the performances, employing writers to script themes and story lines
that she herself devised. Zorzi Guistinian, a Venetian ambassador at
James’s court, recognized this in a dispatch, describing
the splendour of the spectacle, which was worthy of her
Majesty’s greatness. So well composed and ordered was it all
that it is evident the mind of her Majesty, the authoress of the
whole, is gifted no less highly than her person. She reaped
universal applause.12

Equally, when contemporary observers criticized the
masques, it was Anna, and not the authors that she employed, who
was targeted. In 1603, early in Anna’s English reign Anne Clifford
noted
there was much talk of a Mask which the Queen had at
Winchester, and how all the ladies about the Court had gotten
such ill names that it was grown a scandalous place, and the
Queen herself was much fallen from her former greatness and
reputation.13
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In The Vision of the Twelve Goddesses, Anna (playing the
role of Athena) had chosen a costume that some in the audience
viewed as inappropriate. Dudley Carleton wrote: “only Pallas had a
trick by herself; for her clothes were not so much below the knee but
that we might see a woman had both feet and legs, which I never saw
before.”14 Anna was no fool when it came to the intricacies of proper
behavior on the part of the queen, yet she still consciously chose to
engage in displays that she must have known would be offensive to
some. In this particular masque, Anna’s choice of costume caused
her to stand out alongside the other female performers, presenting
her as different and apart from them. Her overarching desire to
cast herself as the personification of wisdom, standing above all the
other court ladies that surrounded her, was more important than the
potential disapproval that her revealing costume might provoke.
The same desire was also at play in The Masque of Blackness,
which likewise drew criticism from Carleton (this masque also
marked the first collaboration between Anna’s most famous protégés,
Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones). In this masque, Anna and her ladies
covered their faces, necks, and arms in black pigment to portray the
daughters of the River Niger who journey to the royal court to pay
homage to the English monarch. In 1605 Dudley Carleton wrote to
John Chamberlain:
the presentation of the mask at the first drawing of the traverse
was very fair and their apparel rich, but too light and courtesan
like. Their black faces and hands, which were painted and bare
up the elbows, was a very loathsome sight.15

When it came to the court masques, Anna was the driving force
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Dudley Carleton
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to John Chamberlain (January 16, 1604), in Dudley
Carleton to John Chamberlain, 1603-1624: Jacobean Letters, ed. Maurice Lee Jr.
(New Jersey: Rutgers UP, 1972), 55.
15 Ibid. (January 7, 1605), 68.
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behind their production and ensured that her vision of their
construction would be actualized. Regardless of whether her
contemporaries approved or not of aspects of the production, Anna
performed in them, and it was upon her shoulders that criticisms
fell. By showcasing herself through masques, Anna was able to
craft an image of herself as the sacred embodiment of monarchy and
as a queen of mythic proportions.
Historical and literary analyses of the masques with which
Anna was directly have shown that the storylines and themes of each
were shaped around current political considerations. At the same time
the overriding theme of all the masques was the glorification of the
monarchy, of queens/goddesses generally, and of Anna specifically.
Her promotion of court masques in which she and her ladies were
the central performers, enabled Anna to establish her personal court
as a centre of cultural innovation. It also enabled her to extend her
patronage activities and her court circle to include many of the most
culturally sophisticated actors at the Jacobean court.16 As noted
earlier, Anna ceased to be an active performer in the court masques
in 1612. However, her involvement with masques did not stop
entirely—post-1612, she adopted the role of privileged spectator,
such as at Thomas Campion’s Somerset Masque in 1613 and Robert
White’s Cupid’s Banishment in 1617. It appears as though, for a
time, masquing served Anna’s political and cultural goals, and, far
from being the ruling passion of her life, she was easily able to cease
active participation in them when it no longer suited her.
Despite the attention they have received from scholars,
Anna’s masquing activities were not the only cultural activities with
which she was involved. The masques should be situated within
16 See Karen Lee Middaugh,
�����������“The Golden Tree”: The Court Masques
of Queen Anna of Denmark (Unpublished PhD Thesis: Case Western Reserve
University, 1994) and McManus, Women on the Renaissance Stage, for a more
in-depth analysis of each of Anna’s masques and the specific political concerns
which were presented in them.

72

Quidditas

the larger context of her cultural activities. Anna and her ladies,
especially Lucy Russell, Lady Bedford, were an extremely important
patronage dispensing group.17 As with the masques, which were an
Italian cultural import, James Knowles observes that “an interest in
Italian culture consistently informs Anna’s patronage,” and this is
especially visible in her architectural activities and her patronage
of the Italian linguist John Florio.18 Architecture was another oft
employed mechanism for the display of status, wealth and political
capital in the period, and one in which Anna was very involved.
Perhaps the best known of her building projects was the work
that she undertook at Greenwich Palace, which James had given to
her in 1613. She decided to construct a new residence there, which
was to be called the House of Delight, but is best known as the
Queen’s House. For the project, Anna employed Inigo Jones, the
gifted creator of many of the visual sets of her masques and whom
she had used to refurbish Somerset House shortly after her succession
(renamed, by royal command, Denmark House). Although the
Queen’s House at Greenwich was not completed in Anna’s lifetime
(indeed, it was used mostly by her successor Henrietta Maria), the
design adhered entirely to Anna’s original concept and was the first
truly Classical structure erected in England. Anna also employed
Jones in her refurbishment of Oatlands Palace, a refurbishment
which also was based on Italian standards.19 She further ensured
17 For a discussion of the informal political power of a queen’s female
court circle (composed primarily of her Privy Chamber attendants), see, Elizabeth
A. Brown, “Companion Me With My Mistress: Cleopatra, Elizabeth I, and Their
Waiting Women,” in Susan Frye and Karen Robertson, eds., Maids and Mistresses, Cousins and Queens: Women’s Alliances in Early Modern England (Oxford:
Oxford UP, 1999), 131-145.
18 James Knowles, “ ‘To Enlight the Darksome Night, Pale Cinthia Doth
Arise:’ Anna of Denmark, Elizabeth I and the Images of Royalty,” in Clare McManus, ed., Women and Culture at the Courts of the Stuart Queens (New York:
Palgrave, 2003), 27.
19 See Neville Williams, Royal Homes of Great Britain, From Medieval
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that the extent of her architectural activities was well known by
having her palaces and houses incorporated into the background of
her portraits that she commissioned.
Anna also harnessed the techniques of portraiture and dress
in order to generate political capital for herself. She possessed a
massive jewellery collection to which she continually added, and
it is likely that it was the largest collection that had been owned
by a queen consort to that date.20 She was a great patron of artists,
and it is estimated that “there are more oil paintings of Anne of
Denmark than of any previous English queen consort. Queen Anne
was the first great royal patroness of art in England.”21 Much like
her husband’s predecessor Elizabeth, she was intensely aware of
the value of portraiture and dress as means of self-actualization
and utilized them to their full potential. It was due mainly to her
patronage that the careers of some court painters were launched and
those of others foundered.
Anna was an avid art collector—a relatively new trend in
that period.22 Along with a few of her contemporaries at court,
to Modern Times (London: Lutterworth Press, 1971), 65.
20 For information concerning Anna’s jewelry collection, see Diana Scarisbrick, “Anne of Denmark’s Jewellery Inventory,” Archaeologia, 109
(1991), 193-238 and John Hayward, “The Arnold Lulls Book of Jewels and the
Court Jewellers of Queen Anne of Denmark,” Archaeologia, 108 (1986), 227237, Diana Scarisbrick, “Anne of Denmark’s Jewellery: The Old and the New,”
Apollo, 123 (1986), 228-236.
21 T.B. Pugh, “A Portrait of Queen Anne of Denmark at Parham Park,
Sussex,” The Seventeenth Century, 8 (1993), 174.
22 See Stephen Orgel, “Idols of the Gallery: Becoming a Connoisseur
in Renaissance England,” in Peter Erickson and Clark Hulse, eds., Early Modern Visual Culture: Representation, Race, and Empire in Renaissance England
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 251-283 and R. Malcolm
Smuts, “Art and the Material Culture of Majesty in Early Stuart England,” in R.
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notably Robert Cecil, she established a large private collection
of artistic works ranging from depictions of religious scenes to
portraits, to landscapes. Her collection included an array of images
of Christ, the Virgin Mary, St. Martha, and St. Agnes. An inventory
of her belongings also indicates that she owned “seaven heads of
men and women;” it is possible that this refers to sculptures.23 She
proudly displayed these works in galleries that she established at
her houses, alongside portraits of her direct relations and extended
family members (which included individuals from some of Europe’s
most illustrious dynasties).24 She owned and displayed portraits
of members of the Tudor dynasty, such as likenesses of Elizabeth
I and Henry VIII. In placing portraits of her relations and royal
predecessors within her houses, Anna emphasized to observers her
lineage and her importance, in addition to featuring her prominent
European connections.25 Her collection included numerous works
of art not based in portraiture, including “a Italyan picture of a naked
woman,” and “a picture of fruites and grapes.”26 Anna’s circle was
aware of her love of art and occasionally made gifts to her of art
works, which she displayed in her residences. She also exhibited
other cultural and intellectual achievements within her houses,
Malcolm Smuts, ed., The Stuart Court and Europe: Essays in Politics and Political Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996), 86-112.
23 M. T. W. Payne, “An Inventory of Queen Anne of Denmark’s ‘Ornaments, Furniture, Householde Stuffe, and Other Parcells’ at Denmark House,
1619,” Journal of the History of Collections, 13 (2001), 36. The inventory as it
was taken in 1619 is reproduced on pages 27-42.
24 John Peacock, “The Politics of Portraiture,” in Kevin Sharpe and Peter Lake, eds., Culture and Politics in Early Stuart England (Stanford: Stanford
UP, 1993), 212.
25 For more on Anna’s artistic patronage and its political ramifications,
see, Peacock, “Politics of Portraiture,” 199-228.
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which were themselves architectural monuments to her tastes. She
had a large library, which, in addition to being stocked with a variety
of works in Italian, also included a copy of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs,
a history of Henry IV of France, two works on the lives of the Saints,
a book of poetry, a New Testament in French, a work on personal
ornamentation and a volume entitled A Booke in Folio of the Estates,
Empires and Principalities of the Worlde (a reflection of her interest
in English expansion overseas).27
My purpose thus far has been to argue that Anna’s participation
in court masques was not the only aspect of her cultural patronage.
Anna was engaged in an array of artistic and cultural activities through
her reign as queen consort of England, and all of them had political
ramifications. While many scholars now recognize the significance
of Anna’s masquing activities, they have been slow to expand
upon her other cultural engagements. The focus on her masquing
produces a general picture of Anna that is rather one-sided. In order
to arrive at a fittingly layered understanding of Anna’s importance
as a cultural figure at the Stuart court, and to appreciate the political
aspects of her artistic involvements, it is necessary to situate her
participation in masques within the context of her other forms of
artistic patronage. By recognizing that Anna was involved with
other forms of cultural expression aside from masquing, it becomes
possible to surmount one of the chief obstacles encountered by
scholars who focus entirely on her masquing as her chosen form of
political expression: the fact that she ceased to participate actively
in masques in 1612.
Scholars have argued that Anna began her masquing activities
in 1603 because masques were her only possible form of political
commentary. Anna was very active politically while she was Queen
in Scotland and did not hesitate to embroil herself in the factional
politics of the Scottish court. The English political landscape,
however, was more stable. Hence, the only venue open to Anna
	��Ibid., 42.
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at a court where she would have been otherwise marginalized was
to transform her once overtly political actions into more transient
cultural activities with political overtones. This argument formed
the center of Leeds Barroll’s study of Anna, where he stressed:
the fact that the English court offered Anna virtually none
of the same political opportunities as did Scotland was . . . a
challenge to Anna to redefine herself, to construct another kind
of visibility in accordance with new constraints.28

In this interpretation “Anna arrived in England isolated—a
woman disenfranchised,” for whom cultural activities offered an
alternate venue for expression.29 Barroll goes on to suggest that the
reason for Anna’s cessation of masquing in 1612 was that the death of
Robert Cecil in that year opened up a void at court that enabled Anna
to engage again in the factional politics that she was accustomed to
in Scotland. This is an argument with much to recommend it. Yet
Anna did continue her involvement in masquing after 1612, and she
was involved in other forms of cultural activity aside from masquing
in the years before 1612. Likewise, Anna was not entirely absent
from more explicit political action prior to 1612.
Barbara Lewalski presents another argument that suggests
Anna ended her active participation in masques (which she had
once employed as a vehicle through which to make critiques against
the policies of her husband’s regime) because she had become so
politically unimportant by 1612 that even the masques had ceased
to be effective as a form of political expression and critique. This
argument is debatable on a number of levels. First, it is difficult
to accept Lewalski’s argument that “the Queen’s oppositional
stance offered a patently subversive royal example to the Jacobean
patriarchal culture.”30 The masques that Anna staged were intended
28 Barroll, Anna, 9.
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to glorify the monarchy and the royal courts and, while some of her
masques certainly invited criticisms on the grounds of propriety, it
is doubtful that they were ever openly subversive or overtly critical
of her husband’s regime. Likewise, her suggestion that Anna was
almost entirely marginalized by 1612 is debatable. Anna operated
within her own sphere of influence as a patron, separate from that
of her husband, and she certainly was not marginalized within that
sphere. Also, some of Anna’s most effective political activities
occurred after 1612 when she was a prominent member of court
factions. Her contemporaries certainly thought it worthwhile to
cultivate her support (something they surely would not have done
had she been without influence).
Neither Barroll’s nor Lewalski’s explanations for Anna’s
utilization of the masque and her eventual abandonment of it are
entirely satisfying. Part of the reason for this lies in the fact that
both present a one-sided view of Anna that does not allow for the
recognition that her political and cultural activities intermingled
throughout her life. While her cultural activities prior to 1612 are
certainly more visible than her political activities, and the reverse
is true for the years after 1612, she did not operate within a simple
dichotomy of political or cultural action. Often, her cultural
activities had a political dimension, and her political activities had
cultural overtones. It is true that Anna’s engagement in masquing
and other acts of cultural patronage were more pronounced than her
overtly political actions before 1612, but this is not to imply that she
was altogether absent from outright political involvement during her
first nine years as queen consort of England. Anna’s participation
in masquing and her patronage of artists, writers, and architects
were not simply pleasurable activities that she undertook in order
to indulge her own aesthetic sensibilities. It is better to see them as
political deeds expressed through cultural means.
Aside from these cultural undertakings, Anna also was
30 Lewalski, Writing Women, 43.
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involved in direct political action from 1603 until 1619, much as
she was involved in both cultural activities (with indirect political
overtones) and blatantly political activities during her time in
Scotland. Referring to the tendency of many historians to deny
that Anna was politically involved in England save in the cultural
expression of political ideas, Louis Roper fittingly asks, “she had
been a major political player in Scotland, why should the leopard
have changed her spots in England?”31 It is misleading to discuss
Anna’s career as queen consort in terms of polarities, engaging only
with her political actions or her cultural influence. In actuality, there
was an overlap between these two spheres of her involvement. She
operated simultaneously as a political agent and as a cultural one.

Political Influence at the Jacobean Court: Anna of Denmark
and Political Engagement

Recent scholarship has drawn attention to the political roles

performed by aristocratic women at the Jacobean court, and perhaps
the most illustrative of these examine the patronage activities of
these female courtiers. In the period, “issues of access to, and
intimacy with, the monarch were crucial.”32 As this statement
implies, perhaps the aristocratic woman best suited to manipulate
the informal patronage networks and other avenues of access to
the monarch, was the queen consort. “Marriage to a prominent
political figure was a way of participating in the political nation
in a way which was denied to the wives of other men. Women
31 Louis H. Roper, “Unmasquing the Connections Between Jacobean
Politics and Policy: The Circle of Anna of Denmark and the Beginning of the
English Empire, 1614-18,” in Carole Levin, Jo Eldridge Carney and Debra Barrett, eds., High and Mighty Queens of Early Modern England: Realities and Representations (New York: Palgrave, 2003), 48.
32 Mears, “Courts, Courtiers, and Culture,” 722.
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were important purveyors of both patronage and influence by their
marriages.”33 Barbara Harris has analysed the influential social
roles occupied by the wives of powerful courtiers, roles that, in their
performance, entailed that these women act as courtiers themselves:
Wifehood constituted a career that incorporated reproductive,
managerial, political, and social functions essential to the
survival and prosperity of their husbands’ patrilineages.34

The role of a wife carried with it the potentiality of social and
political prominence, and the same is true of the most hierarchicallyadvantaged of all wives—queens consort. The role of a queen consort
was essentially that of an aristocratic wife writ large, carrying with
it an enlarged possibility for political action.
Contemporary writings insisted that the queen was subject
to her husband, just as all subjects were under the domination of
the king and all women were subject to their husbands, yet queens
consort were particularly well situated, in fact, to engage in political
activities. As John Carmi Parson writes, “Even as they insisted
that the queen was subject to her husband, rituals of queenship
acknowledged that she enjoyed power, however informal or
unofficial.”35 While most elite women had the capability to act as
political agents at the Jacobean court, the queen consort was placed
in a unique position. Parsons asserts that she
challenged the male social order with the paradox of a woman
established in an intimate relationship to the public authority
of the husband who embodied the forces of the social order: as
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UP, 1992), 69.
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his bedfellow and ideally mother of the future king, she could
wield manipulative influence to great effect.36

Through the establishment of independent households and
courts that were detached from those of the king, the establishments
of queens consort represented “a political web from which patronage
connections radiated.”37 Just as male courtiers did, they deftly
availed themselves of the highly effective and politically charged
systems of the court and patronage and kinship networks, as well as
ritual and spectacle, to advance their own agendas and realize their
own political goals.38 According to Barbara Harris
The activities of women with offices in the royal household
constituted careers in the fullest sense of the word and their
participation and presence were essential for the court to
perform its central social, ceremonial, political, and diplomatic
functions.39

The same can be said of queens consort. In order to advance their
own goals and agendas, these women deftly negotiated their social
position and the limits placed upon their agency by the patriarchal
value system which they inhabited.
Far from being marginalized, as so many traditional
interpretations imply, queens consort in particular, and elite women
in general, played vital roles within the early modern political
community. “Plainly, some women did influence their male relations
and used their position to involve themselves in political affairs,”
36 Ibid., 60.
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and queens consort serve as an excellent illustration of this reality.40
Queens occupied a unique social position, one that emphasized
both their submissiveness to their husbands while simultaneously
investing them with power and authority as important members
of the monarchy. Just like the king, queens consort can be said to
have been possessed of two bodies as well.41 On the one hand they
were mortal women, fulfilling their societal obligations as wives
and mothers, while on the other, they were divinely-appointed to
elevated positions and were the holders of a complex institutionalized
office that was invested with an intangible sense of regality and
majesty.42 Often belonging to prominent European royal houses,
with powerful relations, queens consort functioned in the period
as notable political figures, who exercised influence through their
household establishments, their prominent positions as matriarchs
of dynasties and mother to heirs, and their cultural patronage. In the
early modern period, “royal mothers, royal wives, and even royal
sisters often played significant roles, made possible by the very state
of the royalty.”43 Any study of the politics of the court must be
sensitive to this reality.
As James’s queen, Anna was able to exert a measure of
political influence at the English court. James wrote at length about
the centrality of marriage to a king and was careful to stress to his
son Henry the importance of choosing a wife carefully. James urged
40 Laurence, Women in England, 251.
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Historical Society, 1977).
42 Nelson, “Medieval Queenship,” 204-207.
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his son to “remember also that Mariage is one of the greatest actiones
that a man doeth in all his time.”44 Aside from being divinely
ordained for the procreation of children, marriage was a key stage
in the life-cycle and an opportunity to gain a helpmate. As James
wrote in Basilikon Doron:
the principal blessing that yee can get of good companie will
stande, in your Marying of a godlie and verteous Wife: For shee
must bee nearer vnto you then anie other companie, being flesh
of your fleshe and bone of your bone (as God himselfe saide to
ADAM.).45

While the official rhetoric of marriage in the period was one
of domination and subordination (as James also wrote in Basilikon
Doron, “ye are the head, shee is your bodie; it is your office to
command and hers to obey”46), in practice there was a measure of
flexibility to social roles within marriage and women were expected
to be helpmates, competent household managers, and their advice
and involvement in an array of activities was usually expected by
their husbands.47
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46 Ibid., 98.
47 There is a range of scholarship discussing the official ideology of male
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In personal terms, Anna’s marriage to James, though perhaps
not an absolute success, was not the spectacular failure that many
historians have alleged. Scholars have long regarded James, with
his penchant to surround himself with male favorites, as a practicing
homosexual, and have suggested that this led to a situation where
Anna was marginalized and disregarded by her husband. However,
as recent studies of homosexuality have illustrated, a twentiethcentury construct of homosexuality does not necessarily equate with
seventeenth-century behavior. Modern categories of explanation
are not universal in time and place.48 While James certainly
formed strong attachments to several of his male courtiers, and
definitely seems to have preferred the company of men to that of
women, there is no evidence upon which to assert that he actually
was a practicing homosexual in the manner present-day society
understands the term.49 Numerous historians have spoken of James
as being undeniably homosexual, but, as many scholars in the queer
studies acknowledge, homosexuality is a modern classification
founded upon its binary position as the opposite of heterosexuality
(an idea rooted in the belief that there are only two possible forms of
sexuality)—a form of categorization that may not be applicable to
early modern societies.50 Likewise, our understanding of the types
Keith Wrightson, English Society, 1580-1680 (New Jersey: Rutgers UP, 1982).
48 See T.G. Ashplant and Adrian Wilson, “Present-Centred History and
the Problem of Historical Knowledge,” The Historical Journal, 31 (1988), 253271. In discussing homosexuality in the period, many scholars have advanced
a present-centered line of argument. The same is also true of many works set
within a feminist frame, where the tendency is often to see in women’s exercise
of agency in past societies the beginnings of feminism as we understand it in the
present day. See Quentin Skinner, “Meaning and Understanding in the History of
Ideas,” History and Theory, 8 (1969), 3-53. See also Alan Bray, Homosexuality
in Renaissance England (London: Gay Men’s Press, 1982).
	�������������������������
����������������������
See Michael B. Young, King James I and the History of Homosexuality (New York: New York UP, 2000).
	�������������������������
�����������������������
See Jonathan Goldberg, Sodometries: Renaissance Texts, Modern
Sexualities (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1992).

84

Quidditas

of behaviors and attitudes that characterize homosexuality may not
be entirely compatible with the manner in which inhabitants of the
early modern period conceived of male-to-male relations.
In this sense, James’s supposed attraction to men does not
automatically entail that he also possessed a deep seated aversion
to women that would ensure that his wife was entirely excluded
from his affections. Interestingly, Caroline Bingham has suggested
that James also had a female mistress during the 1590s, a woman
named Anne Murray.51 I have come across no evidence to support
this, however. Indeed, there exists no actual “hard” evidence to
suggest that James was unfaithful to Anna at all, whether with men
or women. Judging from his writings, James appeared to recognize
the dangers of intemperate sexual contact, especially that which
could result in the elevation of a rival faction to a high degree of
prominence. Thus, in Basilikon Doron, James wrote:
when yee are Maried, keep inuiolably your promise made to
God in your Mariage, which all standeth in doing of one thing,
and absteyning from an other...I trust I neede not to insist here
to disswade you from the filthy vice of Adulterie: remember
onely what solemne promise ye make to God at your Mariage:
and sen it is onely by the force of that promise that your bairnes
succeede vnto you, which otherwaies they could not doe; equitie
and reason would ye should keepe your part thereof,” and “haue
the King my Grande-fathers example before your eies, who by
his adulterie, bred the wrak of his lawful daughter and heire, in
begetting that Bastarde who vnnaturally rebelled & procured
the ruine of his owne Sister.52

Not content with discussing James’s relations with his wife
entirely in terms of his perceived homosexuality, some studies have
labeled James a virulent misogynist and argued that it was this aspect
51 Caroline Bingham, James VI of Scotland (London: Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 1979), 125.
52 Basilikon Doron, 95-97.
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of his personality that rendered his marriage an utter disaster. Thus,
J.W. Williamson notes that “Anne of Denmark was, of course, the
indignant and frequently hysterical victim of the King’s anti-female
policy.”53 As Middaugh notes, “distracted perhaps by curiosity over
the question of James’s homosexuality, modern historians have found
it easy to discount the Queen’s relationship with her husband.”54
Likewise, just as it is questionable as to whether James was actively
homosexual, it is also difficult to accept the usual description of
Anna and James’s marriage as an entirely loveless union. Despite
the fact that James preferred the company of his male friends to
that of his wife, and the likelihood that they ceased to cohabitate
after 1607, it appears as though Anna and James had a reasonably
successful marriage. After an initial flush of romance shortly after
their marriage, the couple appear to have settled into a loving and
companionate marriage, that, while perhaps not filled with passion
(again, as inhabitants of the twenty first-century would comprehend
the term), was a comfortable and caring one. James was always kind
and considerate to his wife and treated her with respect and honor.55
Even by twenty first-century standards, this was not a negligible
basis for a good marriage.
A reading of James’s letters to Anna shows that he had
affection for her. He addresses her as “my heart” and signs himself
“your own” or “yours only.”56 In one letter James tries to convince
his wife that the Earl of Mar had not spoken against her and that,
53 J.W. Williamson, The Myth of the Conqueror, Prince Henry Stuart: A
Study in Seventeenth-Century Personation (New York: AMS Press, 1978), 15.
54 Middaugh, “The Golden Tree,” 7.
55 See Godfrey Davies, “The Character of James VI and I,” Huntington
Library Quarterly, 5 (1941), 33-63.
56 For a sampling of James’s letters to his wife, see James VI and I, Letters of King James VI and I, ed. G. P. V. Akrigg (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984).
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even if Mar had done so, James would not countenance such gossip.
James wrote:
I thank God I carry that love and respect unto you which, by
the law of God and nature, I ought to do to my wife and mother
of my children. But not for that ye are a king’s daughter, for,
whether ye were a king’s or a cook’s daughter, ye must be
all alike to me being once my wife. For the respect of your
honourable birth and descent I married you; but the love and
respect I now bear you is for that ye are my married wife and so
partaker of my honour, as of all my other fortunes.57

James clearly saw Anna as a partner in their marriage and bore both
affection and respect for her. Anna reciprocated this affection and
signed her frequent letters to her husband “so kissing your hands
I rest, Anna R.”58 James also penned a number of poems to his
wife throughout their marriage that illustrate that he bore a measure
of love towards her.59 As the pair advanced in years they appear
to have willingly accepted that they shared divergent interests and
acknowledged that each should be entitled to pursue their separate
lives. But they interacted through frequent letters and always
appeared as a loving family in public. Their affection for each
other appears to have been genuine and they grew into a pattern of
comfortable domesticity with each other. Anna and James maintained
an affectionate correspondence with each other until her death, and
she addressed him in these letters as “Her Heart” and updated him on
all the small goings-on of her daily life and her health.60 In light of
57 Ibid., James to Anna, May 1603 (?), 214.
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59 See Allan F. Westcott, ed., New Poems by James I of England from
a Hitherto Unpublished Manuscript (Add. 24195) in the British Museum (New
York: AMS Press, 1966).
60 A prime example of one of these notes can be seen in S.C. Lomas,
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this, it is difficult to accept Barbara Lewalski’s suggestion that Anna
was “thoroughly marginalized in both the public and the personal
sphere by James’s ideology of patriarchal rule and his emotional ties
to a series of homosexual favourites.”61
While James likely respected his wife and was willing to
entrust her with certain responsibilities, he affirmed the rhetoric of
the period that women were unfit to exercise political authority and
should be excluded from such affairs. However, recognizing that
the wife of a monarch could attempt to claim a political role, he
advised his heir Prince Henry: “suffer her neuer to meddle with the
Politick gouernemente of the common-weale, but hold her at the
Oeconomicke rule of the house.”62 James, however, was unable
to effectively prohibit Anna from being politically involved and,
shortly after her arrival in England, she established herself both as
an influential patron of the arts and a valuable political ally.
Anna was an influential intermediary for petitioners, an
active intercessor with the king, a promoter of colonial expansion
and various economic enterprises, and a queen who was directly
involved in court politics. Anna’s activities on behalf of petitioners
are a telling indicator of her political influence. Dorothy Stewart,
in a series of undated letters, appealed to James, Charles and Anna
for the remittance of an unspecified debt on the part of her husband
James Stewart. She made one appeal each to James and Charles
but petitioned Anna three times for assistance. This is indicative
that she certainly felt that Anna had a large measure of influence
when it came to her husband and his actions.63 The papers of Robert
ed., Calendar of the Manuscripts of the Marquis of Bath Preserved at Longleat,
Wilshire (Dublin: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1907), v. II, 57-58.
61 Lewalski, Writing Women, 4.
	��Basilikon Doron, 98.
63 Report on the Manuscripts of His Grace the Duke of Portland Preserved at Welbeck Abbey (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1923), v. IX,
153-155.
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Cecil are peppered throughout with references to suits and petitions
being deferred to Anna and the Queen’s active involvement in the
resolution of disputes arising among tenants on her estates—offering
her support to certain petitioners while blocking others.64 Lady
Arbella Stuart, in her standing difficulties with James, also found it
advisable to petition Anna to intercede with the King on her behalf.65
Sir Walter Raleigh, who found himself in even more hot water with
James than Arbella, also thought it wise to seek Anna’s help when it
came to trying to convince the King to endorse his disastrous Guiana
venture.66 Anna also endeavored to improve the fortunes of Lord
Justice Coke when he was out of favor with James. While many
other courtiers withdrew their favor from Coke, Anna and Prince
Charles remained his supporters. John Chamberlain noted in 1616:
the Lord Cooke hangs still in suspence, and his best frends feare
he wilbe totally eclipsed, yet the Queene is said to stand firme
for him, and to have ben very earnest in his behalf, as likewise
the Prince.67

One of Anna’s ladies, who had been in her service since 1603,
was Lady Elizabeth Hatton, who was married to Coke. While the
marriage was a rocky one (the pair quarrelled bitterly over Coke’s
usurpation of her pre-marital property as the widow of Sir William
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Hatton), Anna likely extended her support to Coke due to her
friendship with his wife.68
Anna’s involvement in factional politics through her support
of various petitioners displayed her determination to offer support to
those whom she regarded as her friends in the face of all opposition.
Anna also offered assistance to Lady Anne Clifford, in direct
opposition to James’s policies. In 1617, during Clifford’s protracted
disputes over her right to inherit her father’s ancestral land, at a time
when she had appealed to James and he appeared on the verge of
denying her claim, Clifford reported in her diary:
upon the 18th being Saturday, I went presently after Dinner to
the Queen to the Drawing Chamber where my Lady Derby told
the Queen how my Business stood and that I was to go to the
King; so she promised me she would do all the good in it she
could.69

Clifford went on to write “the Queen gave me a warning not to trust
my matters absolutely to the King lest he should deceive me.”70
It appears that, in this case, Anna was more than willing to offer
her support as a political ally to individuals, even if it meant going
against James’s wishes. Indeed, Clifford recalled near her death
that Anna did “admonishe mee to persist in my denyall of trusting
my cause concerning my lands of Inheritance to her husband King
James’ award.”71
Not all on Anna’s appeals on behalf of those she favored
68 Hatton and Coke later fell out over Coke’s scheme to wed their daughter to George Villiers’s brother. Lady Hatton resorted to hiding her daughter and
Coke, in turn, obtained a warrant for the child’s return.
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were successful. For example, there was an incident in 1607 where,
to quote Sir Roger Aston, James was
highly offended with a petition that came recommended from
the Queen by Mr Alexander . . . . no sooner had he read it he
pulled it pieces, saying he was a traitor that devised it.72

Anna, however, persisted in her political involvements, even when
faced with the occasional setback. Along with petitions to Anna from
high-profile members of the aristocracy, the State Papers Domestic
from James’s reign are filled with references to appeals, petitions,
and requests for favor that were sent to Anna from individuals that
constituted a wide spectrum of the governing class. Clearly she was
not inactive politically; if she had been, it seems unlikely she would
have consistently received numerous petitions throughout her life.
Moreover, Anna was also active in receiving petitions through the
Queen’s Court of Chancery, also known as Her Majesty’s Court at
Westminster.
Henry VIII’s queens consort had used this court, but,
following the death of Katherine Parr, the lapse in the position of
queen meant that it was not extensively developed by 1603. It was in
nature principally a financial court as opposed to a judicial one, and
it addressed matters relating to the lands settled on Anna as queen
of England. In this capacity it occasionally addressed legal matters
presented by the tenants on those lands. Because Anna established
a uniquely independent household from that of her husband, it was
necessary for her to possess highly developed and autonomous
financial institutions in order to manage her estate, and it was in this
context that her Court of Chancery should be viewed. Under Anna
it began to develop as an important institution that was necessary
for the maintenance of her self-sufficient household. Anna began
the process of expanding this court, and her successor, Henrietta
Maria, continued it so that it became an integral fiscal unit for the
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queen consort.73
Anna was also a prominent supporter of English overseas
expansion and she threw her support behind others in favor of it at
court. She was especially dedicated to the survival of the Jamestown
colony and the continuation of the Virginia Company. In support
of the Virginia Company and its efforts toward the foundation of
colonies in the Americas, Anna assisted in the production of a 1617
masque entitled A Vision of Desire, which presented an image of
the benefits of colonization through allegorical language.74 She also
agreed with Raleigh’s aggressively expansionist assertions (which he
and several of his fellow seamen had been making since the reign on
Elizabeth) that taking control of areas that were currently in Spanish
hands could generate a great measure of wealth. In furthering her
support for English expansion, Anna also extended her patronage to
the political polemicist William Welwood. Anna backed a variety
of texts authored by Welwood that dealt with maritime law and
argued for the overseas expansion of England. She personally
commissioned Welwood to write a text dealing with maritime law
as it concerned offshore fishing, probably because she possessed a
monopoly on offshore fishing licenses and wanted to ensure that this
lucrative source of funds would remain within her control.75
In addition to her vested concern with fishing licenses, Anna
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lent her support to some of her husband’s economic ventures, such
as his attempt to create a national silk industry. James, beginning
in 1609, entered into a venture to breed and farm silkworms in
England and, although it ultimately ended in failure due to climate
conditions, up until 1611 it was producing favorable results.76
Silk was truly a luxury item in England at this juncture and was
increasingly more expensive to obtain. The English government
had been attempting to establish a national industry for many years
before James’s accession, but it was the Jacobean government that
ultimately made the first committed attempts to achieve this. In
support of her husband’s project, Anna commissioned a portrait
of herself wearing a gown that was decorated with silkworms and
mulberry leaves and also lent her support as a patron to authors
who began turning out instruction manuals on silkworm farming.77
Anna also took the more practical step of having a brick silkworm
house constructed for her in the middle of a large mulberry garden
at Oatlands palace, where she had Inigo Jones at work on an array
of architectural improvements.78
Anna was also directly involved with state affairs during
her tenure as queen consort. Kings had often invested governing
authority in their wives during an absence; the last example of this
in England had been when Henry VIII had appointed his first wife,
Catherine of Aragon, to the position of regent during his martial
campaign in France at the beginning of the reign and had appointed
his last wife, Katherine Parr, to a council of regency during his
second martial campaign in France at the end of his reign. This
76 For a full account of English attempts at national silk production (and
the underlying reasons behind these attempts) in the period, see Joan Thirsk, Economic Policy and Projects: The Development of a Consumer Society in Early
Modern England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978).
77 Pugh, “A Portrait of Queen Anne of Denmark,” 170-171.
78 Williams, Royal Homes, p. 65.
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custom was continued in 1617 when James appointed Anna to the
council of regency that was to rule in his stead while he visited
his first kingdom. Although supreme power over the council was
invested in Sir Francis Bacon, it is nonetheless significant that Anna
was given a place on it. Indeed, even before being placed on the
regency council during James’s extended absence, Anna was often
left in a position of authority when her husband was away from the
court on hunting expeditions. Early in his reign, James, in a letter
written to Cecil, jested about how the court was once again in the
hands of a woman during his frequent hunting trips, saying “ye and
your fellows there are so proud now that ye have gotten the guiding
again of a feminine court in the old fashion.”79 The implication of
James’s joke was that Anna was in charge of affairs at court when
he was away.
Some historians, working within the historiographical master
narrative that characterizes Anna as politically incompetent, have
argued that James, recognizing her ineptitude, actively excluded
her from all political spheres. However, the fact that Anna was a
member of the most important governing body during his absence
and regularly assumed control during his shorter absences suggests
that his attempts to exclude her from politics may not have been as
all-encompassing as has been assumed. Although Anna was not the
foremost member of the council, she was certainly regarded by many
as one of its most important and influential members. As James’s
queen, Anna was entitled to a certain degree of deference on the part
courtiers and ministers and, during the King’s absence, many appear
to have believed that Anna was the real, although unofficial, power
in the realm. Thus, while the king was away, courtiers flocked to
Anna and “the political centre of England shifted to Anna’s palace at
Greenwich.”80 The other members of the six-person group included
George Abbott, Archbishop of Canterbury, Prince Charles, the Earl
79 James to Robert Cecil (August 5, 1604) Letters of King James, 234.
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of Worcester, Sir Francis Bacon (in his capacity as Lord Keeper and
later Lord Chancellor), and Sir Thomas Howard (the Lord Treasurer),
and it was noted that the council met frequently at Greenwich in
order to ensure that Anna was involved with its business.81
Another area in which Anna expressed her political opinions
was over the issue of her children’s marriages. Much discussion
has been given to the extent to which Anna involved herself in the
negotiations over Prince Henry’s marriage and continually pushed
for a match with Spain or one of the other Hapsburg governed
nations. Many writers have taken this is as proof of her lack of
political tact, suggesting that she allowed her personal preferences
for Spain to overrule her concern for her children’s futures. While
it is true that, for a period, Anna was a Hapsburg supporter, it is also
true that she later changed her allegiance on this score due to her
factional alignment against the Howard clan, who were avidly proSpanish. In this sense, the French ambassador was able to report
that she “was not so perfect a Spaniard as was believed.”82
Initially, Anna was a great supporter of Spain and an episode
wherein she used the politics of the court masque to express her favor
for Spain over France has already been recalled. In 1604, when a
delegation from Spain arrived in England to conclude negotiations
for peace with England, both the acting companies of the King’s Men
and the Queen’s Men were dispatched to be in the entourage of the
Spanish ambassadors. John Astington has pointed to an allotment
made from the royal accounts for the ordering of new livery for
both companies to “serve” the Spanish ambassadors and there is no
reference to their being sent to offer entertainment or masques. The
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documents do not specify “playing.”83 In this example, Anna was
directly involving herself with political matters, and James appears
to have supported her involvement. As James Forse has noted, the
reason behind Anna’s dispatching of the Queen’s Men was so that
they would be seen “among the entourages of their patrons’ servants,
dependents and clients,” because “large entourages of servants, and
dependents, and clients signaled power.”84 Likewise, in an incident
in 1607, Anna further illustrated her support for the Hapsburgs by
refusing, in her position as queen, to receive the ambassadors sent
to the court by the Netherlands. John Chamberlain recorded the
incident:
the States tooke theyre leave yesterday. The Quene was not there
though she were assuredly looked for, neither can there be any
other reason imagined of her fayling but theyre presence. They
have not yet seene her nor can get accesse though they have
sought yt more than once. In all other thinges they speed well
enough, insomuch that the Spanish ambassador is redy to burst to
see them so graced.85

Anna was well aware of the ceremonial importance of the
reception of ambassadors and did not shy away from using the
occasion to make a clear declaration of her disapproval of the States
General. It was also reported that she often spoke out publicly
against the States and its policies.86 Anna was related to many
members of the Hapsburg family, both by marriage and blood, and
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it is likely that, as one who was always highly conscious of her own
regality and impeccable dynastic pedigree, she felt that the Hapsburg
house was one of the few European houses with sufficient dignity
and prestige for her children to marry into. This sense of familial
pride also seems to have been behind her initial objections over the
marriage of her daughter Elizabeth to Frederick, Elector Palatine.
Chamberlain reported that the Queen was very much against the
match and had exchanged terse words with her daughter over it.
Anna eventually granted her blessing to the match and Chamberlain
reported that “the Quene that seemed not to taste yt so well at first,
is since so come about that she doth all she can to grace yt.”87 Just
as when she offered support to petitioners, Anna appears to have
had no difficulties with asserting herself politically, even if it was
in opposition to the policies of other court groupings. Likewise, far
from stubbornly and foolishly adhering to her agenda in the face of
all opposition, she showed herself to be more than capable of shifting
her positions and navigating the complicated waters of factional
court politics. In short, and in contrast to many other examinations
of Anna’s career, she was a skilled political agent.
The extent to which Anna was politically involved in England
both before and after 1612 was sometimes questioned by observers,
especially those from foreign courts. The Venetian ambassador,
perhaps anxious to slot Anna into the proper and idealized role of
submissive wife, wrote that “she is intelligent and prudent; and
knows the disorders of the government, in which she has no part,
though many hold that as the King is most devoted to her, she might
play as large a role as she wished.”88 While this phrase seems to
suggest that this particular ambassador did not view the Queen as
having much of a political role, he seems to contradict himself when
427.
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he wrote in the same dispatch “she is full of kindness for those who
support her, but on the other hand, she is terrible, proud, unendurable
to those she dislikes.”89 Another ambassador noted “as the King is
extremely attached to her, she succeeds in all she attempts.”90
These comments by contemporary Venetian ambassadors
concerning James’ devotion to his wife stand in contradiction to the
traditional master narrative that their marriage was an unsuccessful
and unhappy one. Whether or not her contemporaries acknowledged
that Anna was politically involved, they nonetheless perceived her
as an individual capable of influence and one who had the potential
to be successful as a political agent. While all of these examples
can be (and often have been) interpreted ambiguously as indicators
of Anna’s political involvement, her alliance with the anti-Howard
faction within court politics and her part in the orchestration of
the downfall of one of its most key members, Robert Carr, Earl
of Somerset, is undeniable. Aside from all her other actions, it is
this incident which definitely illustrates that Anna was an active
participant in factional politics and a capable political agent in her
own right. While this episode in Stuart history has been frequently
discussed in the past, and the details may be familiar to many, it is
necessary here to reconstruct events in a manner which highlights
Anna’s involvement (which is usually obscured or only mentioned
in passing).
Since his teenage years, James I had developed close bonds
with a series of male favorites and, as soon as he was in a position to do
so, had advanced them to important positions within his household.
While the King’s involvements with his male favorites often proved
contentious in the factional strife that dominated his early Scottish
reign (the fortunes of Esmé Stuart are testament to this), Anna and
his closest advisors were generally accepting of these relationships.
89 Ibid.
90 Scaramelli to the Doge and Senate, Calendar of State Papers, Venice,
v. X, (July 23, 1603), 68.
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Indeed, Anna was in a position to exert a great deal of control over
the favorites that James’s selected—the King refused to advance
any of them within his household unless the Queen had given her
formal approval. The Queen’s toleration of James’s favorites was,
however, to end with Robert Carr. Anna had known Carr when he
was a young page in James’s Scottish household, an unsophisticated
youth who was dismissed from the King’s service for his ineptitude
and inability to say grace in Latin. Ethel Carleton Williams suggests
that Carr’s dismissal was due to Anna and that, because of this, Carr
bore a grudge against her for the rest of his life.91
Sometime before 1607, Carr returned to the English court
after a period in France as a cultured and, outwardly, sophisticated
gentleman. During a tournament before the royal family at Whitehall,
Carr first captured the King’s attention with his prowess on the field
and impeccably charming manners. James was impressed with
Carr and soon began to behave toward him as a surrogate father.
Gradually, James began to entrust more and more power to Carr and
attempted to instruct him in statecraft so that he could become one
of James’s formal advisors.
Carr however, despite his great ambitions to power, was in
over his head. He had little grasp of the skills necessary to carry
out the tasks that James had given to him, and even less of an
inclination to acquire them. Rather than learning the complexities
of early modern governance, Carr instead turned to one of his more
politically capable friends, Thomas Overbury. Overbury became
Carr’s secretary and, essentially, began completing for his master
all of the jobs that James had entrusted to Carr. This arrangement
allowed Overbury to satisfy his ambitions while simultaneously
granting Carr greater amounts of time to spend close to James,
further entrenching himself in the King’s councils. When Robert
Cecil, Principal Secretary of State, died in 1612, the post passed
unofficially to Carr, in effect placing both him and Overbury in
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positions of influence and control over state affairs. As Carr became
more and more indispensable to James, Overbury became ever more
indispensable to Carr and his arrogance grew apace. Anna no doubt
was angered by the level of influence over James that the pair had,
but what she really found unendurable, however, was that both
afforded her scant respect.
Anna’s feelings changed from mere dislike to open hostility
and antagonism following an incident that occurred in 1611. While
at Greenwich she saw, through a window, Carr and Overbury
walking on the grounds below, deep in conversation. The Queen
called loudly to the two men and Overbury responded with a laugh.
Anna interpreted the laugh as an affront to her royal status. She
went immediately to James, who was unwilling to censure Carr.
However, James was willing to punish him with dismissal from the
court. An observer concluded that Anna,
finding herself not able to supplant Carr, which she desireth of
all things in the world, turned all her force against Overbury,
against whom she hath so far prevailed that he is banished from
the Court.92

Overbury, likely due to Carr’s efforts on his behalf, was soon
readmitted to court, but further conflicts with Anna arose. In 1612,
Anna discovered that Sir David Wood, a member of her household,
had been obliged to pay Carr and Overbury £1200 to achieve the
grant of a suit that he had presented to the King. The Queen was
furious at their presumption and launched into a fresh series of
complaints before James. As in 1611, James was reticent to act
against Carr (whom he had recently made Viscount Rochester), but
Overbury, sensing that he again would be singled out for punishment
(a stint in the Tower was threatened) voluntarily retired from court
and journeyed to the Continent for five months.
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In his absence, Carr’s popularity at court (which had never
been high) fell, and he became involved in a series of events which
would destroy his reputation. In 1612, he began a romance with
Lady Frances Howard, Countess of Essex, a married gentlewoman
and a prominent member of the Howard faction—the grouping
that was in direct conflict with Anna’s faction. The Howard
triumvirate (consisting of Thomas Howard, Frances’s father and
Earl of Suffolk, Charles Howard of Effingham, Lord Admiral and
Earl of Nottingham, and Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton) and
their supporters were a Catholic grouping and avid supporters of a
Spanish alliance. Anna, despite her earlier fondness for Spain and
her suspected Catholicism, had aligned herself from 1603 onwards
with the militantly Protestant and anti-Spanish Essex grouping that
had survived from Elizabeth’s reign. Her dislike of Carr was now
amplified by his involvement with the Howards. The Howards,
anxious to advance their standing by bringing the royal favorite into
their orbit, aided the couple in their indiscretion and encouraged
Frances to seek an annulment from the Earl of Essex based on his
alleged impotence.
Frances’s divorce from her husband provoked a scandal in
England and generated a great deal of satiric and libellous pamphlets.93
It was widely known that she was consorting with Carr, and many
found the assertion of her husband’s impotence questionable. To
most it seemed that the grounds for the divorce were baseless
and Frances was little more than an adulteress, dishonoring the
institution of matrimony to satisfy her own lasciviousness. James,
in his devotion to Carr, allowed himself to become embroiled in the
divorce proceedings and commanded the English clerics in charge
of considering the evidence for an annulment to find in favor of
Frances. The outrage that many felt regarding the King’s conduct in
93 On the political commentary inherent in such pamphlets and the extent to which the divorce was a topic of great discussion across the realm, see
Alastair Bellany, The Politics of Court Scandal In Early Modern England: News
Culture and the Overbury Affair, 1603-1660 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2002).
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this affair was palpable and his reputation took a serious hit.
Overbury was also dissatisfied with Carr’s involvement with
Frances. While the divorce proceedings were still underway, he
spoke out openly against the couple. Overbury correctly perceived
that, once married to a Howard, Carr would fall under that faction’s
influence and his own position would be drastically undermined.
In the event, this was exactly what happened, much to Anna’s
delight. To dispose of Overbury, to whom Carr no longer extended
his support, James attempted to offer him a post as an ambassador
to Muscovy, the Low Countries or France.94 Foolishly, Overbury
refused in an insolent manner and this sealed his fate. In April
of 1613, shortly before Carr and Frances married, Overbury was
committed to the Tower, where, over the course of five months, he
was poisoned at Frances Howard’s instigation after she had bribed
the Lieutenant of the Tower.95
The eventual discovery of Overbury’s murder was to end
Carr’s career at court. Before his marriage to Frances, James
had made Carr Earl of Somerset and Carr’s arrogance, always
pronounced, had become inflated to an intolerable degree. He
began to treat Anna openly with disdain and, fatally, he abandoned
his previous strategy of deferring to James in all things. Gradually,
James began to withdraw his favor. To Anna and the enemies
of Carr and the Howards it became apparent that bringing down
Carr also would neutralize the Howard family politically. It was a
unique opportunity and one that Anna and her supporters took full
advantage of. Arthur Wilson, in a work written after Anna’s death,
	������������
Williams, Anne of Denmark, 141.
95 For a detailed analysis of the Overbury murder (incidentally, one
which argues that Anna was recruited by the pro-Villiers faction rather than being
an active and early member of it) see, Anne Somerset, Unnatural Murder: Poison
at the Court of King James I (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1997). See also
David Lindley, The Trials of Frances Howard: Fact and Fiction at the Court of
King James (London: Routledge, 1993).

102

Quidditas

asserted that Carr was “not very acceptable to the Queen,” and “she
became the head of a great Faction against him.”96 It is significant
that Wilson labels Anna as not only a member of the anti-Howard
faction, but actually as its head.
While James’s favor for Carr was slipping, it was far from
destroyed and the anti-Howard faction realized that the only sure
way to oust Carr was to supplant him with a new favorite that it
selected. Initially Anna, despite her eagerness to destroy Carr was,
was understandably reluctant to place her trust in any of James’s
favorites and was no longer inclined to view them as benign aspects
of James’s life. After her experiences with Carr and Overbury, she
perceived favorites as a direct threat to her interests. Her faction, at
the behest of George Abbott, Archbishop of Canterbury, had selected
George Villiers as Carr’s replacement and set about to persuade
Anna to offer her influential support to the young man.97 Initially,
she refused on the grounds that, while Villiers may have been
malleable to their will at that point, once he was firmly entrenched in
James’s affections he would prove no better than Carr. Nonetheless,
the scheme moved forward and Villiers did indeed attract James,
although his progress in gaining the King’s absolute favor was
disappointingly slow overall.
Anna was still reluctant to offer her support but, in 1614,
her rage against the Howards and Carr was intensified when Carr
was appointed Lord Chamberlain over her friend and candidate, the
Earl of Pembroke. Archbishop Abbott intensified his efforts to gain
Anna’s support. Again, she declined in a letter where she wrote,
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Arthur Wilson, The History of Great Britain, Being the Life and Reign
of King James I, Relating to What Passed From His First Access to the Crown, to
His Death (London: Printed for Richard Lownds, 1653 [STC Wing 2888]), 79.
97 For biographical information of George Villiers and an analysis of his
political career, see, Roger Lockyer, Buckingham: The Life and Political Career
of George Villiers, First Duke of Buckingham, 1592-1628 (London: Longman,
1981).
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I know your master better than you all; if Villiers get once
into his favour, those who shall have most contributed to his
preferment will be the first sufferers by him. I shall be no more
spared than the rest. The young proud favourite will fancy that
he is obliged to nobody for his preferment.98

Abbott continued his pleas, however, and Anna eventually was
convinced that this was indeed the most effective way to bring
down Carr and the Howards. In 1615 she used her influence to
persuade James to knight Villiers and make him a Gentleman of the
Bedchamber.
Villiers was much more tactful than Carr and, at least until
Anna’s death, did not turn on his factional supporters. He moved
slowly in his efforts to supplant Carr and always maintained a good
relationship with Anna and Abbott. Anna and Villiers began to
exchange friendly letters. She affectionately dubbed him “her kind
dog,” and gave him advice on how to conduct himself in James’s
presence. While Villiers was high in favor with the King, he had
not entirely supplanted Carr. When it became public that Carr had
been involved in the murder of Overbury, his fall was complete; the
Howards also were unable to survive the scandal.
Initially there had been no suspicion of murder when
Overbury had died in the Tower. However, Carr’s enemies at court
had heard rumors of poison and these were brought prominently
to the fore when an apothecary’s boy in Flushing made a deathbed
confession that he had been involved in a plot to poison Overbury.
Early on, the lesser participants in the murder were arrested, tried
and executed, including Frances Howard’s confidant Mrs. Turner,
and Gervase Elwes, the Lieutenant of the Tower.99 While Frances
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Williams, Anne of Denmark, 170.
99 For a brilliant analysis of Anne Turner’s involvement in the Overbury
murder, written with reference to Erving Goffman’s theories of roles and the presentation of self, see Leeanna Carol Ryan’s Mistris Turner’s Tale: Law and Dis

104

Quidditas

and Carr were spared at the outset, it was inevitable that suspicion
should fall on them. The pair already was unpopular due to their
behavior during Frances’s first marriage. She was a hated woman
who was viewed as an adulteress; it was not a far jump before she
was publicly labeled a murderess and a witch.100 In 1616, Carr and
Frances were brought to trial for their involvement in Overbury’s
death. Both were convicted (Frances confessed her guilt). While
neither faced execution, and were eventually pardoned, the pair
remained in the Tower until 1622. The incident ensured that Carr’s
career and the Howards’ influence at court was ended.
In this affair, Anna demonstrated many of the political skills
that she had first displayed in Scotland. Far from being peripheral
to Carr’s fall, she had been an active participant in his removal. She
showed herself to be a skilled political agent, more than capable
of engaging in factional politics with the same ability that she had
previously displayed in Scotland. Aside from all her other political
involvements during her time as queen consort of England, such as
patronage and as the recipient of petitions, this was both the most
dramatic example of her political agency and her last major political
action before her death less than three years later. It is clear that
Anna was an active player in the series of events that led to Carr’s
downfall, and her role should not be underestimated, as it has all
too often been. Anna’s actions in this respect directly challenge the
traditional interpretation that she was politically inconsequential
once she became queen consort of England.
order in Early Stuart England (Unpublished MA Thesis: University of Alberta,
2002).
100 For an analysis of the potent gender stereotypes and characterizations that were wrapped up in the Overbury affair, see David Underdown, “Yellow
Ruffs and Poisoned Possets: Placing Women in Early Stuart Political Debate,”
in Susan D. Amussen and Adele Seef, eds., Attending to Early Modern Women
(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1998), 230-243 and Ryan, Mistris Turner’s Tale.
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Conclusion: A New Interpretation of Anna’s Role

Traditional interpretations of Anna have painted a picture of

her as an insignificant woman, unsuitable for serious analysis.
Essentially, as Bereron puts it, “the needle has been stuck on her
stupidity, frivolity, extravagance, silliness, impulsiveness, and
finally insignificance.”101 This is a frivolous interpretation that must
be jettisoned. Anna’s activities were praiseworthy to most of her
contemporaries, especially to the politically elite of the realm. Anna,
like the other Stuart monarchs and queens consort, was a major
player in the culture and politics of the period. Her role (both as a
political figure and as a cultural one) should be acknowledged. Any
interpretation of her must be willing to acknowledge her political
involvements at the early Stuart English court and place them on a
level of equal importance to her cultural activities, thus eschewing
the dichotomous portrayal of her which has dominated so much of
earlier scholarship.
Through patronage, influence with family and friends, and
participation in the rich language of cultural symbolism, Anna and
other elite women acted with political agency. It is within this
context of informal political networks and cultural expressions with
which Anna was involved that other women of the late Tudor and
Jacobean courts should be viewed. Scholarship has highlighted the
important cultural roles played by elite women at Anna’s court, and
it is hoped that this article has been suggestive of the manner in
which research into their activities can be broadened in a manner
which analyses the political dimension of their cultural activities as
well as reconstructing their more overtly political involvements.
Through an array of patronage activities, Anna and other
ladies were able to position themselves as women of influence and
power. In addition to more explicit forms of political engagement,
masquing activities allowed the Queen and her ladies to engage in
political display and discourse. The significance of these various
101 Bergeron, Practicing Renaissance Scholarship, 92.
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forms of cultural output should not be downplayed or viewed as trivial
pastimes. Through masquing, Anna crafted a persona for herself
at the English court as a cultural icon and continued many of the
tropes of display established by Elizabeth I. It is equally important,
however, not to allow the importance of Anna’s masquing activities
to overshadow her other activities. Masquing was not the only form
of political expression open to her, nor the only one of which she
availed herself. Anna ceased to be an active performer in court
masques after 1612 (when she instead chose the role of privileged
spectator); yet she did not cease to act as a political agent.
Scholars have tended to focus solely on her masquing
activities as her only outlet for political expression. In order to
achieve a more textured understanding of Anna’s actual role at the
Jacobean court, it is necessary to recognize the importance of her
other political and cultural involvements. Like all early modern
elite women, she had strict limits placed upon her in terms of her
ability to exercise political agency, yet this does not mean that
she was rendered inactive. Anna found, through her role as queen
consort, ample opportunities for political engagement. Assessing her
cultural performances alongside her more explicit political activities
enables a more complete picture of Queen Anna to emerge, one that
adequately depicts her importance within the court.
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Maria Fairfax and the “Easy Philosopher”
Action and Indolence in Andrew Marvell’s
“Upon Appleton House”
Byron Nelson
West Virginia University
Andrew Marvell dramatizes the difficult choice between action and indolence in

his long pastoral poem, “Upon Appleton House.” The nameless nun’s rhetorical
temptation of Isabel Thwaites, as narrated in an apparent digression from the past
history of the house, anticipates the poet’s own self-seduction in the woods later in
the poem. Both Isabel and the poet need to be rescued from their fallen state. The
tension between action and passivity is resolved by the redemptive appearance
of “Maria.” The model for her providential intervention is the Shakespearean
romance, in which an innocent daughter, who is rescued from danger and
degradation, replaces a flawed father as the center of dramatic interest. The poem
is filled with depictions of rigorous actions on the part of the bees, flowers and
mowers, which implicitly call into question Lord Fairfax’s retirement. The bad
behavior of the nun and the poet’s lapse into indolence are falls in the Augustinian
sense. Maria, who is implicitly compared with Elizabeth Drury in Donne’s
“Anniversary” poems, Lady Alice in Milton’s Comus, Marina in Pericles, and the
Blessed Virgin Mary, leads the poet back to his proper calling. The poem insists
that we are inescapably accountable for our actions, even among the pastoral
charms of Appleton House.

During

his tenure with Thomas, Lord Fairfax at his Yorkshire
estate, Nun Appleton House, Andrew Marvell seems to have
pondered the direction of his life, debated the relative merits of
action and contemplation, and made some hard decisions about the
merits of the active life and a life of indolence. Because he did not
participate in military action during the English civil wars, Marvell
offers a provocative contrast with his employer and patron, who

Nelson

109

had withdrawn to his country estate partly as a protest against the
invasion of Scotland and the execution of Charles I. Although at one
dramatic point in his long poem, “Upon Appleton House,”1 the poet
becomes an “easy philosopher,” Marvell is briskly recalled from his
epicurean ease by the appearance of his pupil, Mary Fairfax. In the
spirit of the speaker in “Upon Appleton House,” this essay seeks
to meander around the estate but also to call some of its characters
to account. It argues that the nun’s rhetorical seduction of Isabel
Thwaites anticipates the poet’s own self-seduction in the woods,
and that having chosen indolence and unworthy ease, both Isabel
and the poet need to be rescued from their fallen state—Isabel,
from her physical incarceration in the convent; the poet, from the
sensuous indolence into which he has declined. Marvell confronts
the theme of retirement in order to raise profound questions about
the choice between indolence and action. In the process, he adds
new philosophical depth to the genre of the country-house poem.
A survey of the critical history of the poem reveals a rich
debate on a number of issues. The exact genre of the poem has
never been firmly settled, and the critics have not agreed whether
the progress of the poem, from the house to the estate and back
to the house, yields a genuine unity, or determined what the exact
relationships of the various stations in the poem’s survey—the house,
garden, meadow and woods. There is concern about the nature of
the relationship between the poet and his patron, and some question
whether the long episode of the temptation of Isabel Thwaites, from
the pre-Reformation past, successfully complements the celebration
of Mary Fairfax or should be viewed as merely a long digression.
The apparently teasing, playful relationship of the poet to his pupil
has come under increasing scrutiny, and there have been efforts to
link Mary with a succession of redemptive female figures, especially
Elizabeth Drury in John Donne’s “Anniversary” poems. Given the
rich critical response to the poem, it should not be surprising that
the purpose of the poem has come under suspicion. This paper
1 Andrew Marvell, The Poems of Andrew Marvell, ed. Nigel Smith (London: Pearson Longman, 2003).
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attempts to respond to a number of these concerns and specifically
to consider the proper relationship between action and passivity. I
believe that the tension between these two conditions is resolved
by the appearance of “Maria” and the model for her providential
intervention is the Shakespearean romance, in which a rescued
daughter, who has remained innocent despite grievous assaults on
her virtue, replaces a flawed and fallen father as the focus of dramatic
interest. The intervention of Maria recalls the poet to action, but the
examples of the nun, Isabel and poet suggest how easily fallible
humans can be led astray.
“Upon Appleton House” has been too widely examined to
be called “bafflingly private” any longer, as John Wallace grumbled
in 1968, but the debate over a wide range of issues concerning the
poem continues gratifyingly to open up.2
The pastoral tradition seems to hold the most promise of
explaining the poem, but even some of the poem’s most eloquent
readers have failed to find unity in Marvell’s most ambitious pastoral
poem.3 Other critics have recently discovered more darkness than
2 John M. Wallace, Destiny His Choice: The Loyalism of Andrew Marvell (Cambridge: Cambridge U P, 1968), 232. Wallace, 241, describes the poem
in generic terms as a “Christian epic,” while most critics have evoked either the
pastoral tradition, as has Donald M. Friedman, “Andrew Marvell.” The Cambridge Companion to English Poetry, Donne to Marvell (Cambridge: Cambridge
U P, 1993), 232, or the tradition of the country house poem. Placing the poem in
its historic context at the end of the civil wars, J. F. S. Post, English Lyric Poetry
(London: Routledge, 1999), 276, 278, finds in it a lament for the poet’s country
and for the end of courtliness, and relates Marvell’s description of his patron’s
garden to John of Gaunt’s evocation of “this blessed plot,” England itself.
3 Alastair Fowler, The Country House Poem (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
UP, 1994), 16, reminds us that “estate poems are in precisely the opposite mode
(from pastoral): namely, georgic.” Harry Berger Jr. “Marvell’s ‘Upon Appleton
House’: An Interpretation,” John Donne and the Seventeenth-Century Metaphysical Poets, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House, 1986), 210-11,noted
how “Marvell’s attention sweeps from the house out to the estate and back to the
house” and admired the poet’s skill in connecting the present with the past and
inward (to the poet’s withdrawal) and outward, to Maria’s redemptive appearance.
In one of the best-known readings of the poem, Don Cameron Allen, Image and
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light in Marvell’s pastoral vision.4 Readers have long commented
on the proportions of the poem, and often wondered why, if one
model is Ben Jonson’s “To Penshurst,” there is no description of the
amenities of the house and no concluding celebratory feast. There
is uncertainty about the exact identity of the “sober frame,” since
Marvell may begin his survey either in the older, smaller house
which was built from the materials of the convent or the larger
house which replaced it.5 Certainly there has been a good deal of
Meaning: Metaphoric Traditions in Renaissance Poetry (rev. ed. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins Press, 1968), 189, commended the poet for celebrating Fairfax’s house,
but by calling it “a sequence of dramatic poems” Allen implicitly denies it full
unity. Donald Friedman, Marvell’s Pastoral Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970), 214, found it “hazardous to suggest one theme, one motif, or one
dominant idea that can be described as central” to the poem. More recently, James
Turner, The Politics of Landscape (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1979), 62, calls the
poem “a typical locodescriptive poem of the post-war years.” Turner’s description has proven persuasive, but it is possible that in focusing on the descriptive
elements, he understates the extent of the transformations of the characters in the
poem.
4 Perhaps inspired by Allen’s shrewd analysis of the “bitter pastoralism” (see p. 06) of “Upon Appleton House,” Anne Cotterill, “Marvell’s Watery
Maze: Digression and Discovery at Nun Appleton,” ELH 69 (Spring 2002), 103,
observes the disturbing progress of the poem “from the containment of an English
country house into a dark landscape” of the Fairfax estate, the spirit, and “the
dark recesses of the self.” In this melancholy Freudian vein, future studies will
no doubt continue to probe these dark recesses—and like Malvolio will grumble,
“I say this house is dark.”
5 Wallace, 238, comments that Appleton House demonstrated the Vitruvian virtues of “commodities, firmness and delight.” while M. J. K. O’Loughlin,“
‘This Sober Frame’: A Reading of ‘Upon Appleton House,’ ” Andrew Marvell: A
Collection of Critical Essays, sd. George deF. Lord (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1968), 126, finds justification for the house in its brisk utility—after all,
“it exists only as an inn ‘to entertain / Its Lord a while, but not remain.’ ” Allen,
199, ponders the irony that the garden is both “a symbol of the state” and garrison,
and that even if the militaristic structure of the garden was one of the “flowery
jests” of an earlier Lord Fairfax, the flowers take their aim at the neighboring
castle of one of Fairfax’s opponents during the civil war, the Archbishop of York’s
palace at Cawood Castle. For Wallace, 246, 248, the meadow lacks the discipline
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discussion about what happens to the poet in the woods, to which he
escapes when the meadow is flooded. To choose but one response,
John Wallace views the woods darkly, as the scene of Marvell’s
debauch and imprisonment.6 The exact nature of the transformation
undergone by the poet in the woods is central to the meaning of
the poem and its debate on action and indolence, and on this topic
the critics have shown deep division. For many critics, the central
choice to be faced by the poet is between action and indolence.7
For other critics, however, the paths of action and contemplation are
reasonable alternatives.8
of Fairfax’s garden and represents the active life, in its wild disorder. More darkly,
Patsy Griffin, The Modest Ambition of Andrew Marvell (Newark: University of
Delaware Press, 1995), 71, describes the meadow as “the deeply fallen, hellish
world outside Nunappleton.” Perhaps Griffin is putting too much pressure on the
word “abyss.”
6 Wallace, 249, 251. In becoming the “prelate of the grove,” Marvell,
according to Wallace, loses self-control, succumbs to idleness and ends up fishing
on the river bank like Mark Antony.
7 For Friedman, Pastoral Art, 225, “the problem of the choice between
public affairs and passive retirement usurped (sic) Marvell’s deepest concern during the years between the execution of Charles I and Marvell’s departure from
Nunappleton.” Annabel M. Patterson, Marvell and the Civic Crown (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1978), 16, applies her argument that Marvell “perceived the role of
a writer in his own period as a necessary compromise between the two venerable
choices of commitment and retreat (and) political action and intellectual perspective” to his entire career, and not just to his years at the Fairfax estate.
8 For Robert Wilcher, Andrew Marvell (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
1985), 164, it is finally “not enough to be an ‘easy philosopher’ or to languish
‘with ease,” and for him, presumably, the poet has been sent packing by Maria
back to action and duty at the poem’s end. For Thomas Healy, “ ‘Dark All Without
It Knits’: Vision and Authority in Marvell’s ‘Upon Appleton House.’ ” Literature
and the English Civil War, eds. Thomas Healy and Jonathan Sawday (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1990), 180, 186, “The whole concept of retreat in the poem becomes questionable,” but this is not because of a self-evident call to return to action. Rather, the poem “deliberately and determinedly asserts the uncontrollable,
unstable and unknowable quality of the world it seeks to encapsulate.” Friedman,
Pastoral Art, 224, was correct to insist that “The impulse to retreat into such a
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In light of these criticisms, this essay will test some of the attitudes

toward action and indolence and will examine Marvell’s relationship
with Lord Fairfax and the poet’s own increasing self-awareness;
in the process, it will contrast the effect of the two most intrusive
female figures in the poem, the nameless nun from England’s
Catholic past who attempts to convert Isabel Thwaites in the long
episode from the history of the Fairfax family, and Maria, who
imposes order upon the unruly meadows and recalls the poet from
his indolent, self-indulgent behavior. The poem for me is an urgent
debate over the relative merits of action and passive withdrawal,
illustrated most sharply by the accounts of the falls of Isabel and the
poet into something like the “ignoble ease, and peaceful sloth” that
Milton’s Belial urges at the council in Pandemonium in Paradise
Lost (1667).
In addition to the unruly nun and the indolent poet, the poem
features a rich cast of supporting actors who behave in aggressive
and unruly fashion. Their frenetic activity and disorder are quelled
by the entrance of Maria. Nature instinctively responds to her and
attempts to share her beauty with the gardens of the Fairfax estate.
Maria’s appearance at stanza 82, at the poem’s climax, causes the
poet to hide his fishing tackle and to be shamed out of his indolence
and Nature to “recollect” itself. At this moment she becomes the
object of adoration of men, fish, the stream itself, and the poet.
Maria can commend all that surrounds her simply by appearing; she
charms the world and vitrifies Nature, and most importantly for the
purposes of the poem, she redeems the “easy philosopher” himself,
the fallen poet.
In the tradition of the country-house poem, as numerous
critics have observed, “Upon Appleton House” is structured by
progress from house to estate, especially the meadows and the
world of soft passivity” is a key feature of the poem. But critics have happily risen from the simplistic assessment of Lawrence Hyman Andrew Marvell, Twayne
English Authors Series (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1964), 85, who assumed
that Marvell “is attacking the whole idea of a withdrawal from action.”
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woods, and then in the final line, back to the house itself. There are,
as we have seen, critics who have found the poem episodic.9 For
all of Marvell’s aspirations to ease and contemplation in his bucolic
retreat, the poem is filled with rigorous action, most notably William
Fairfax’s assault on the nunnery to rescue Isabel, the military actions
of the bees and the flowers, the robust dance of the mowers at harvest
time, and the woodpecker with his associate, the “traitor-worm,”
felling the tree. These vigorous actions make the contrast with the
stillness and order imposed on this bustling scene by Maria all the
more impressive. The industrious actions of bees, flowers, mowers
and the like also call into question the retirement of Lord Fairfax
but even more strongly expose the lapses into indolence of two key
characters, Isabel Thwaites and the poet himself.
The bad magic of the nun who tempts Isabel to join the
convent is specifically contrasted with the lapse of the poet into
his indolence in the woods. Isabel is rescued from her cloistered
indolence by the vigorous action of young William Fairfax, while the
poet’s redemption is prompted by the gracious appearance of young
Maria. Both Isabel and the poet are tempted to fall by complex
appeals—Isabel, by the smooth rhetorical strategy of the nun, and
the poet when he is consciously seduced by the natural pleasures
of the woods. There is no avoiding the poet’s judgmental language
in the case of Isabel: “The nun’s smooth tongue has sucked her in”
(stanza 25). Isabel is in need of redemption, not merely a physical
rescue from the convent.
The nun’s temptation looks backward to Comus’ complex
temptation of Lady Alice—which Marvell would have known
from reading Poems of Mr. John Milton in 1646 or through his
friendship with the poet—and forward to Satan’s temptation of Eve
in Paradise Lost. Like Comus, the nun holds out the possibility
9 I doubt if there are any critics today who find this rich and compact
poem too long, as Douglas Bush, English Literature in the Earlier Seventeenth
Century, 1600-1660, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), 170, famously
complained: “We may look first at the long, perhaps over-long ‘Upon Appleton
House.’ ”
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of power, security, pleasure and piety (“Here pleasure piety doth
meet”), and the hint of illicit sexual activity immediately precedes
Isabel’s capitulation (“Each night among us to your side / Appoint a
fresh and virgin bride”). Like Spenser’s Archimago, the nun paints
the joys of the cloistered life as a compelling mixture of piety and
sensual activity, and she is of course guilty of what Marvell some
years later would later disdainfully call “down-right Popery.”10 The
riotous stanza in which the nuns retaliate against young Fairfax,
attacking him with their wooden saints, holy-water brush and beads,
seems like a set of burlesque stanzas which had been rejected from
The Faerie Queene. The episode shows that the smooth, sensuous
sisters are just as capable of brash action as their Protestant nemesis.
The episode of the nun’s temptation of Isabel is neither too long for
the poem, as has occasionally been charged, nor a digression from
the main purpose. Most importantly, it sets up a comparison with
the temptation and fall of the poet, who unlike Isabel. endures no
verbal temptation and simply succumbs to the overwhelming allure
of Nature herself.
By contrast to Isabel, who understands the discipline and
severity of the monastic life, the poet plunges into the sensuous
delights of the forest. He flees to the woods to escape the flooding
of the meadow when the river overflows. As he treads carelessly on
the patch of “gelid strawberries,” he witnesses two symbolic gestures
of verticality— the heron dropping one of its young, and then the
remarkable toppling of the hollow oak as a result of the aggressive
conspiracy of the hewel (the woodpecker) and the “traitor-worm.”
The poet imagines himself capable of conferring with birds and
trees. There is no harm for him to imagine he can speak with the
birds in their original language, but he is either ecstatic or delusional
when he begins to produce “strange prophecies” out of his fancy.
Having plunged into the woods, the poet now surrenders
himself passively to the work of Nature. Unlike the startled Puritans
10 Andrew Marvell, The Prose Works of Andrew Marvell. v. 2: 1676-78,
ed. Annabel Patterson, et al. (New Haven: Yale UP, 2003), 225.
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in “Bermudas” who are uneasily attacked by the tropical vegetation,
the poet delights in his embrace by the oak leaves and ivy. That the
ivy “Me licks, and clasps, and curls, and hales” (stanza 74) by the
sensuous nature of its verbs suggests a voluptuary surrender; that the
poet now moves “Like some great prelate of the grove” (stanza 74)
surely suggests a capitulation to decadence, at least for Marvell’s
Puritan readers. The linking of epicurean delights with a bishop’s
cope sounds like an attack on the then out-of-power bishops that
might been borrowed from one of Milton’s anti-prelatical tracts of
the 1640s.11 At this point, the poet’s surrender to voluptuary pleasure
is not complete: he tosses “On pallets swoll’n of velvet moss” and is
cooled by the wind. Encamping his mind behind the trees, the poets
asks the woodbines, vines, brambles and briars all to hold. Like
Isabel, the poet has consciously surrendered to sin and has suffered
a fall. In one of his sermons, John Donne explains sin as a fall, in the
Augustinian sense:
No man falls lower, then he that falls into a course of sin; Sin is
a fall; It is not only a deviation, a turning out of the way, upon
the right, or the left hand, but it is a sinking, a falling . .12

The poet’s lassitude is such a deviation, sinking and falling.
And although the analogy is not completely fair, it is tempting
to borrow a striking passage from G. Wilson Knight’s essay on
Shakespeare’s Prince Pericles to describe the condition of the poet
at this point in “Upon Appleton House”: “Our hero’s adventure is a
plunge into sin and death closely associated with ravishing desire.
He has not actively sinned except in giving way to a lustful and
cheating fantasy, but the result is immersion into an experience of
11 As Nicholas von Maltzahn, in Prose Works, v. 2, 192, reminds us, in a
deft phrase, “episcopal presumption” was a favorite topic of Marvell throughout
his literary career.
12 John Donne, Sermons of John Donne, ed. Evelyn Simpson and
George Potter (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1953-62), v.6, 68-69..
The sermon, on Apocalypse 20.6, was preached at St. Paul’s, Easter evening in
1624.
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evil . . . .” 13 As in the play Pericles and the late romances generally,
the daughter who had been lost and then miraculously recovered
tends to replace her father as the focus of dramatic interest. In this
poem, Maria takes over the redemptive function of characters like
Marina, Perdita and Miranda.
II
The agent of the poet’s redemption will be the gracious Maria.
The poet’s relationship with Mary Fairfax has been described in
an alarming variety of ways. Marvell’s recent biographer, Nicholas
Murray, has even hinted alarmingly at an illicit Humbert-Lolita
relationship between the tutor and his pupil.14
More plausibly, Maria is an unsullied version of her
predecessor and ancestor, Isabel, and she bears comparison with a
number of literary forebears, such as Elizabeth Drury, Lady Alice
in Milton’s Comus, Marina in Pericles, and even with that ultimate
“ewig Weibliche,” the Blessed Virgin Mary. She is certainly a force
of nature. When she first appears in the poem, identified generically
as the “virgin Nymph,” it is parenthetically, when we are informed
that the flowers in the Fairfax garden (who have been raised, like
Maria, on military discipline); the flowers salute her parents but,
surprisingly, don’t salute Mary, who is herself a flower among flowers
(stanza 38). In her climactic appearance, beginning at stanza 82, she
shames the poet out of his indolence simply by walking onto the
13 G. Wilson Knight, The Crown of Life (New York: Barnes and Noble,
1966, o. p. 1947), 36.
14 To say, as does Nicholas Murray, Andrew Marvell: World Enough and
Time (London: Abacus, 2000), 57, that the poem has “a faintly unsettling explicitness that can recall for the modern reader the charged ambiguities of Lolita” seems
more the imposition of modern prurience on the poem than a legitimate reading
of what is actually present. A more helpful analogy than that, I think, would be
the powerful relationship between the tutor (Septimus Hodge) in Tom Stoppard’s
play Arcadia (1993), Septimus Hodge, and his precocious pupil (Thomasina):
playful, whimsical, intellectual, profoundly serious and delightfully mysterious.
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scene; she is described as the law of her sex and the awe of her age.
Whether the depiction of Maria is indebted to Donne’s Anniversary
poems has long been a subject of debate. Don Cameron Allen
assumes the connection and notes that “as the ‘She’ of Donne’s
Anniversaries is sometimes Elizabeth and sometimes persona
symbolica, so Maria is possibly sometimes herself and sometimes
another person.”15 But it is hard not to think of Elizabeth Drury
when Maria is said to give her qualities to the various locales of the
poem, since both young women are remarkable for their generosity;
as the prefatory poem to the “First Anniversary” explains, “Yet what
we give to thee, thou gav’st to us” (“To the Praise of the Dead,” line
31). More strikingly, Maria is said to charm the world and vitrify
nature itself (stanza 86).
By allowing her parents to make a wise nuptial choice for
her, Maria will eventually allow her parents “to make their destiny
their choice” (stanza 93).16 Since the final three stanzas of the poem
turn somewhat abruptly away from Maria and return the focus to the
estate as a whole and then the house in the final two lines, to allow
the recently-chastened poet to find shelter from the darkness, there is
15 Allen, 220. Berger, 190, identified her as “the embodiment of rules,
external constraint, domestic and social decorum,” while Friedman, Cambridge
Companion, 289, depicts her as “the ordering principle that gives form to inchoate
nature,” although these descriptions seem to make her either too schoolmarmish
or too functional, robbing her of some of her charm. Wallace, 251, admired her
for entering like a heavenly messenger, and more aptly, Allen, 220, links her entrance to the birth of Jesus in Milton’s “Nativity Ode”; in both poems, he argues,
“The appearance of a special person in the realm of Nature results in a calm and
quiet that is almost static.” Like the infant Jesus, she is observed with awe by
mankind and nature alike (stanza 85), and she freely gives her qualities to the
gardens, woods, meadow and river depicted in the poem (stanza 87). The men
and creatures who watch the entrance of Mary could say, as Comus does of Lady
Alice, “Sure something holy lodges in that brest” (Comus, line 246).
16 By contrast with Allen, James Turner, 74, denies that Maria is Elizabeth. He makes the reasonable distinction that Maria (unlike Elizabeth Drury) is
alive, eligible for marriage and procreation, and likely to inherit the estate.
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some ambiguity about exactly who or what is being addressed in the
line “You, heaven’s centre, Nature’s lap, / And Paradice’s only map”
(stanza 96). The comparison of the Fairfax estate in the previous
stanza to the Bel-Retiro and the Idalian grove seem to imply that
“heaven’s centre” must be the estate itself. But the reference in stanza
96, to the world as a “rude heap” seems to recall Donne’s description
of the world as a “cinder” after the death of Elizabeth Drury; and
since the prospect of renewed fertility and dynastic continuation
focus on Maria and her prospective marriage, it seems likely that
Maria is “You” being addressed by the wayward poet whom she
has redeemed by her gracious intervention: “You, heaven’s centre,
Nature’s lap, / And Paradice’s only map.” For rescuing the poet
from his indolence and sensual indulgence, Marvell the poet ought
to say to Maria something like what the redeemed Pericles says to
his daughter:
Down on thy knees, thank the holy gods as loud
As thunder threatens us, this is Marina!
(Pericles, sc. 21, lines 187-88)17

“Upon Appleton House” repeats the pattern of many Shakespearean
romances, in which a redemptive daughter tends to replace the father
as the center of dramatic and emotional interest.
In conclusion, under the tutelage of Maria Fairfax, Marvell
the poet undertakes a presumed course of repentance and amendment
of life after having been exposed as the “prelate of the grove” in a
moment of sensual indolence. Just as Isabel Thwaites was rescued
from the seductive charms of the cloister by the intrepid William
Fairfax, Marvell is recalled to action and discipline by his pupil. By
the means of her prudent marriage at some time in the near future,
Maria will allow her distinguished parents, the military hero Lord
Fairfax and his wife, the “starry Vere,” “to make their destiny their
choice.” This prudent dynastic marriage will presumably redeem
the contemplative Lord Fairfax, who had retired to Appleton House
17 William Shakespeare, Pericles, ed. Roger Warren (Oxford Shakespeare. Oxford and New York: 2003).
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before the cessation of hostilities during the civil wars, from even the
veiled accusation of indolence that the poet had hinted at: “But he
preferred to the Cinque Ports / These five imaginary forts,” (stanza
44). Like the nun who had attempted to seduce Isabel into the
sensual ease of the cloister, the poet had temporarily succumbed to
the blandishments of sensual indolence. Through the agency of her
evening walk, Maria leads the poet, the “easy philosopher,” back to
his proper calling. The poem insists that, even in so worthy a place of
rural retirement as Appleton House, we are inescapably accountable
for our actions. For all its pastoral charms, “Upon Appleton House”
provides no retreat from moral responsibility.18
Byron Nelson is Professor of English at West Virginia University. His specialties
are Elizabethan, Jacobean, and Restoration literature. Among his several
publications: ”’But Was My Eugene Happy?’: Musical and Dramatic Tensions in
Eugene Onegin,” Tchaikovsky and His Contemporaries, ed, Alexandar Mihailovic
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1999), 167-76; “Weibertotenlieder: German
Musical Narratives of Women’s Deaths,” Opera Quarterly 12 (1996), 47-59; “The
Ranters and the Limits of Language,” J. Holstun, ed., Pamphlet Wars (London:
Frank Cass, 1992), 60-72; “The Unhappy Mean in Simon Gray’s Otherwise
Engaged,” H. Zeifman and C. Zimmerman, eds., Contemporary British Drama:
Essays from Modern Drama, 1970-90 (University of Toronto Press, 1993).

18 The first version of this paper was presented at the meeting of the Andrew Marvell Society at the South Central Renaissance Society annual conference
in San Antonio in March 2007. The portrait is a steel ingraving, 1821 from the
Granger Collection, New York; source www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/marvell

Cole

121

Notes
Alphabetical Lives: Early Modern German Biographical
Lexicons and Encyclopedias
Richard G. Cole
Luther College, Emeritus
Those who appear obvious to us as “major players” in past eras may in part
result from an unintended consequence of the work of early modern biographical
lexicographers. By the eighteenth century, there were enough printed sources
and available archival materials to deluge or even overwhelm historians and
biographers with information about past actors of sixteenth century history.
Those biographical lexicographers made choices about whom to give prominence
and whom to minimize or ignore in their works.

Much

has been written about the impact of printing from the
time of Gutenberg through the early modern period of European
history. New methods of storing and retrieving data, producing
accurate maps and printing biographical lexicons are but a few of
the contributions of early modern European printing presses.1 By
the end the seventeenth century, a new book genre, the biographical
lexicon and encyclopedia, emerged from sixteenth century German
print technology. Although many of these early modern reference
lacunae in research treating the relationships between a printed book
culture and the writing of history.
1 See: Jean Francois Gilmont, ed., The Reformation and the Book
(Aldershot,G.B: Ashgate Publishing, 19980. Chapter two (pp.21-63) “The Book
in Reformation Germany” is especially useful. Also, see: Richard G. Cole, “The
Reformation Pamphlet and Communication Processes,” in Hans-Joachim Köhler,
Flugschriften als Massenmedium der Reformationszeit (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta,
1981), 139-161. For an interesting study of early printing in Italy see: Brian Richardson, Print Culture in Renaissance Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994).
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One premise of this paper is that historical personages who
were famous in their own day, but who are often neglected by modern
historians, have reputations dependent in part on methods of historical
biography. Those who appear obvious to us as “major players” in
past eras may in part result from an unintended consequence of the
work of early modern biographical lexicographers. By the eighteenth
century, there were enough printed sources and available archival
materials to deluge or even overwhelm historians and biographers
with information about past actors of sixteenth century history.
Those biographical lexicographers made choices about whom to
give prominence and whom to minimize or ignore in their works.
There is no way to determine the number of worthy people who
have disappeared from scholarly view. This paper focuses upon and
traces the biographical survival of three sixteenth century men, two
of whom remain relatively unknown to modern scholars and one
person who has been the subject of much contemporary research.
They are Burckhard Mithob, a medical doctor and lay reformer,
and Nickolas von Minckwitz, great general and Renaissance prince,
and Johann Eberlin von Günzburg, a pamphleteer and evangelical
preacher. Their printed biographical trail through the centuries in
major biographical lexicons serve to illustrate either durability or
disappearance of historical reputation from one age to another, in
this case from the sixteenth to the twenty-first century. All three
were prominent figures in their respective careers in the sixteenthcentury, were Lutheran in sympathy, and had studied or had contact
with Martin Luther.
Sixteenth Century Printing and the German Revolution

Coinciding with the enormous religious changes in sixteenth

century Europe, which was the intellectual and cultural backdrop
for many important people, was the dynamic shift in sixteenthcentury German lands from hand-written manuscripts to a printed
book culture.2 A blossoming of a printed book culture appeared
2 See Colin Clair, A History of European Printing (London: Academic

Cole

123

first in German lands.3 Bertrum MacDonald recently concluded
that it took three centuries from the invention of the press in 1454
to create a culture based on printed materials.4 This time period
coincides exactly with the emergence and use in Europe of printed
biographical lexicons.
By the end of the sixteenth century, presses had been
established in almost every German town from Aachen to Zwickau.
Most of the book printing centers were located on major trade routes,
a condition which reinforces Lawrence Birken’s suggestion that the
emergence of a weak and decentralized Holy Roman Empire in
Medieval Europe led to much political, economic and technological
competition.5 Although Birken does not mention printed book
culture, it seems that printing presses would certainly fall under the
rubric of technological competition for prestige and possible wealth.
Sixteenth-century merchants needed various types of printed
information for their commerce.6 Interestingly, the prominent
commercial centers of Leipzig, Nürnberg and Augsburg all became
important early printing centers.7 By 1600, Leipzig was first in the
Press, 1976).
3 Richard G. Cole, “The Reformation in Print”, Archive for Reformation
History (1975), 93-102.
4 Bertrum MacDonald and Fiona Black, “Using GIS for Spatial and
Temporal Analyses in Print Culture Studies,” Social Science History, 24 (2000),
523.
5 Johannes Cochlaeus, Brevis Germanie Descriptio (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1512/1960), end map. This 1504 map of Germany
shows all of the major trading routes and roads in German areas with a scale of
distances between major points.
6 See Lawrence Birken’s article, “Chaos Theory and Western Civilization,” Review, XXII: Nr. 1 (1999), 21-23. See also: Richard G. Cole, “Gutenberg” in Paul Grendler, ed., Encyclopedia of the Renaissance, III (1999), 104-106.
See note 31 below.
7 Gilmont, 454.
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production of books for scholars, students and merchants.8 These
books became an important part of the rapidly expanding book
culture of the eighteenth century.9
By 1700, teachers, merchants, and literary people realized
the need for widespread production of biographical dictionaries and
encyclopedias.10 Eighteenth-century editors such as Johann Heinrich
Zedler and Christian Gottlieb Jöcher published large biographical
lexicons in Leipzig.11 German libraries acquired these editions for
students in higher schools and the universities. In the early part of
the nineteenth century Johann Samuel Ersch and Johann Gottfried
Gruber continued the traditions of massive encyclopedic lexicons.12
The Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie in the latter half the nineteenth
century was one of many works that continued the biographical
lexicon tradition.
Early Modern German Biographical Lexicon Editors
8 Clair, 275.
9 Manfred Hannemann, The Diffusion of the Renaissance in Southwestern Germany 1518-1534 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975), 40.
10 Clair, 319.
11 M. Christian Gottlieb Jöcher, Allgemeines Gelehrten Lexicon, 4 vs.
(Leipzig, 1750-1751). Jöcher published a one volume Compendiöes (sic) Gelehrten Lexicon in 1726. This appears to be one of the earliest of the eighteenth-century German lexicons. In between Jöcher’s two editions Johann Heinrich Zedler
published his well-known and important work Grossesvollständiges UniversalLexicon aller Wissenschafften und Künste, 64 vs. (Leipzig, 1732-1750). Also see:
Peter E. Carels and Dan Florey, “Johann Heinrich Zedler’s Universal Lexicon,” in
Frank A. Kafker, ed., Notable encyclopedias from the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries; eleven successors of the Encyclopédie (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1994),
1665-96. This last useful note is cited by David Mckitterick, Print, Manuscript
and the Search for Order, 1450-1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2003), 284.
12 Johann Samuel Ersch and Johann Gottfried Gruber, eds., Allgemeine
Enzyklopädie der Wissenschaften und Künste, 167 vs. (Leipzig, 1818-1889).
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Editorial standards in earlier times were sometimes inconsistent,
arbitrary and even haphazard. The first two eighteenth-century
editors under review here, Jöcher and Zedler, used earlier models
of various types as guides for their work. Pre-print and post-print
scholars often had hand-written lists of data to inform them, but
such scholarly aids were not easily available. The printing presses
clearly solved the problem of availability.
The first printed biographical lexicon originated in Mainz
1494. This interesting incunabula (a book printed before 1500) was
authored by Johannes Trithemius (1462-1516), Abbot of Sponheim,
who was a humanist scholar trained at the Universities of Heidelberg
and Trier. The De Scriptoribus ecclesiasticis by Trithemius was
a catalog of Christian authors, many of whom were members of
clerical orders and known personally by Trithemius. Even though
hand-written lists of biography had been around almost since the
beginning of writing, Klaus Arnold, the editor and translator of
Trithemius’s In Praise of Scribes, correctly concluded that “literary
biography” in printed form, as exemplified by Trithemius’s work,
represented a new genre.1313 It is significant to note that this
first printed biographical lexicon was produced in the relatively
inexpensive octavo format. Some of the pages were missing in
the first press run, and were later hand-copied and inserted into the
proper place before its sale to the public. It is likely that this new
genre was intended for a wide audience of students and professors
rather than affluent book collectors. One of Trithemius’s humanist
friends from his Heidelberg days, Jacob Wimpheling (1440-1528)
requested that Trithemius publish a supplement to his 1494 work
and include biographies of famous German humanists and scholars
beginning with the Carolingian Renaissance of the ninth century.
“Fame” for Trithemius was the public status and recognition
gained by jurists, orators, and scholars. Jöcher in the preface to his
13 Johannes Trithemius, In Praise of Scribes, tr. by Roland Behrendt and
ed., Klaus Arnold (Lawrence, KS: Coronado Press, 1974), 7. Also see: Elizabeth
L. Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change, v. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1979), 94-95.
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eighteenth-century biographical lexicon acknowledged Trithemius
as one of his models.14
Jöcher evaluated other sources, for example, the medical
dictionary (Medicinisches gelehrtes Lexicon) by Christian Wilhelm
Kestner, writing that: “ . . . his book first stepped into the light in
1740.”15 Jöcher detailed the nature of his sources and designated
them with letters or initials. For example “HL” stood for the
Leipziger historisches Lexicon and “T” indicated the work of
Trithemius.16 These early forms of note citation became crucial to
scholarship in the world of book printing. Jöcher noted his sources
carefully, remarking how he verified his data by talking to a number
of scholars, court preachers, professors, rectors and many others.17
To ferret out errors in his biographical lexicon he beseeched “all
the friends of truth” to point out needed corrections.18 Historians
and librarians in modern times esteem Jöcher’s work. Dr. Georg
Schneider, a librarian at the Staatsbibliothek-Berlin, wrote in 1931:
14 See::Johannes Trithemius, Cathalogus illustrium viro[rum]
germania[m] suis ingenijs et lucubrationibus omnifariam exornantium: d[omi]
ni johannis tritemij abbatis spanhemensis ordnis sancti benedicti: ad Iacobu[m[
Vimfelingu[m] sletstatinu[m] theologum (Mainz: Peter von Friedberg, 1495).
Trithemius’s introduction appears to have been written in 1491. This biographical
lexicon was arranged in alphabetical order by first name in the table of contents.
This order may have originated for e two possible reasons . The first, may be the
result of trial and error methods of publishing in the first half century of printing. The second, may indicate that surnames were not in common usage. The
eighteenth-century reference to Trithemius is Jöcher, I, Ci (preface).
15 Jöcher, I, C verso: “sein Buch aber erst 1740 an das Licht getreten.”
Christian Wilhelm Kestner was a prolific scholar of medical history. His Kurzer
Begriff der Historie der medicinischen Gelahrtheit (Halle: 1743), and the Medicinisches gelehrtes Lexico (1740), are good sources for insight into the status of
the medical profession in the eighteenth century.
16 Jöcher, I, C verso.
17 Jöcher, I, Cii.
18 Jöcher, I, B 3 verso. Jöcher wrote: “Ich ersuche des wegen alle Freunde der Wahrheit welche dieser Ausgabe bemerken. . . . ”
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“Jöcher’s Lexicon remains a useful reference work.”19
Some Important Names for Historical Biography

The description of pertinent biographical information by Jöcher

in the eighteenth century played an important role in our modern
understanding, or lack of it, about the aforementioned historical
personages Eberlin, Mithob and Minckwitz. Jöcher included a short
article on Johann Eberlin von Günzburg. Prior to the Protestant
Reformation in Germany, Eberlin (1465-1533) was a member of
member of the strict begging order of Franciscan Observants. By the
time he was thirty years old, he had become a priest in the diocese
of Augsburg and the holder of a M.A. degree from the University
of Basel. While living in the Observant Cloister in Ulm, he was
allowed by his monastic order to travel to nearby Tübingen where
he served as a preacher and schoolmaster.
Soon after 1521, Eberlin was attracted to the Reformation
movement by reading the printed essays and sermons of Martin
Luther. Breaking his vow to the Franciscans, Eberlin embarked
upon a remarkable career as reformer, pamphleteer and political
observer. During the early years of the Lutheran Reformation,
he had some notoriety as a satirical and hard-hitting opponent of
cloistered monks, nuns and the Roman Catholic Church.20 In some
of his early writing Eberlin hoped that the sons of his peer group in
the lower nobility of Swabia would utilize their talents in service
19 Georg Schneider, “Theorie und Geschichte der Bibliographie” in Fritz
Milkau, ed., Handbuch der Bibliothekwissenschaft (Leipzig, 1931), 846.
20 Richard G. Cole, “John Eberlin” in The Holy Roman Empire: A Dictionary Handbook, ed., J. Zophy (Westport: CT: Greenwood Press, 1980), 21-22.
Also see his “Johann Eberlin von Günzburg and the German Reformation” Ph.D.
diss., The Ohio State University, 1963. For a recent survey of Eberlin research
see: Geoffrey Dipple, Anti-Fraternalism and Anti-Clericalism in the German
Reformation: Johann Eberlin Günzburg and his Campaign Against the Friars,
(Cambridge: Scholar Press, 1996).
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of an orderly society headed by the young Holy Roman Emperor,
Charles V. Very quickly, Eberlin’s hope for peace and tranquility
in German lands was shattered by the religious controversies of the
Reformation and the inherent instability and decentralized forces
endemic to German polity.
According to surviving data on the authorship of sixteenthcentury pamphlets, in the most prolific decade of the pamphlet
printing, the 1520s, Eberlin’s works were written and published in
quantities second only to those by Martin Luther. In his eleventh
pamphlet (1521) in a series that he called the “Fifteen Friends”
Eberlin gave his readers a blueprint for a utopian society, one that he
called “Wolfaria,” a place where all is well. It was the first utopian
work to be printed in a modern vernacular language. An overview
of Eberlin’s writings testifies to the wide range of his interests in
the social, economic and intellectual life of the German states. Not
only did he champion Lutheran ideas, but he worked hard at solving
some of the economic problems besetting lands within the Empire.
In 1524 he wrote a popular and well-received satire on economic
life, I wonder Where All the Money Went.
Eberlin’s total impact on German-speaking lands and
subsequent history is difficult to calculate, but most authorities agree
that he was a friend of the people, a popular preacher and a proponent
of religious and social change. Eberlin’s biographical survival is
related more to his printed record than his skill and reputation as an
evangelical preacher.21
The second name on my list of people whose reputation was
large in their own day, but considerably diluted by the passage of
time, is the humanist medical doctor, Burchard Mithob (1501-1564).
Mithob received his early education in Hamburg where he learned
the classical curriculum. After studying at Rostock and Erfurt,
he received a Doctor’s degree in medicine from the University of
Marburg. He was widely known for his medical writings on the
treatment and cure of pestilent plague and disease. Mithob served
21 Jöcher, II, 263.
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as a court physician for Philip of Hesse and for Elizabeth, regent for
Erich the Younger in Calenberg-Göttingen. Mithob’s efforts to help
consolidate Lutheran ideas in the villages and towns of CalenbergGöttingen is typical of the educated layman of the sixteenth century
who was interested in spreading ideas of religious reform. The
religious and spiritual dimension for healing was an important
segment of his medical advice. Combining religion and the healing
arts was nothing new in the medical profession and certainly was
common in Christian cultures. Yet, most of the medical tracts of
the 1540s and 1550s by other authors focused mainly on medicine
sans religion. Interestingly, Mithob was remembered by his familial
descendents as one who helped bring Lutheran ideas to Elizabeth’s
court in Münden rather than for his medical skill. Even though
Mithob was just one of a cohort of many university-trained humanists
who served as advisors, teachers and reformers in princely courts,
he was clearly a remarkable person.22
Jöcher briefly mentions Mithob as a court doctor in Hesse
in his first biographical lexicon of 1726 which predated Kestner’s
work mentioned in above (note 15) by fourteen years.23 However,
Jöcher’s biographical sketch of Mithob is much more complete in
his larger edition of 1750. Modern medicine has had little use for
Mithob’s medical ideas even though they were valued highly as late
as the nineteenth century.24 It is important to note that biographies
of both Eberlin and Mithob appeared in the nineteenth-century
biographical lexicon, Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie.25 The
ADB, the impressive result of the creation of a special historical
22 Richard G. Cole, “Spreading Reformation Ideas: The Work and Medical Writing of Dr. Burchard Mithob in Sixteenth-Century Calenberg,” Zeitsprünge:
Forschungen zur Frühen Neuzeit, 4 (2000), 72-80.
23 Jöcher (1726), Part II, 171.
24 Cole, “Reformation Ideas,” 73.
25 Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie (Leipzig, 1875-1912), vs. V, XXII

130

Quidditas

commission by Maximilian II, king of Bavaria (1848-1861), has
been noted for its comprehensive nature.26
As far as eighteenth-century biographical lexicons are
concerned, the next step in the study of the reputations of these
historical personages leads us to examine Johann Heinrich Zedler’s
(1706-1763) multi-volume Grosses vollständiges Universal Lexicon
aller Wissenschaften und Künste (64 vols.) 1732-1750.27 Zedler
worked for a while as a book dealer in Hamburg but later went to
Leipzig and opened up a publishing business. One historian, Robert
Beachy, recently suggested that Zedler’s universal lexicon was the
first German encyclopedia.28
Zedler mentioned Mithob but not Eberlin; Mithob’s medical
publications were listed.29 Zedler expanded the idea of a scholarly
biographical lexicon as more encyclopedic than Jöcher by including
powerful and politically active members of the nobility.30 Some
noble women of the sixteenth century, e.g., Argula von Staufferin
(Grumbach) were also included; she was described as “a pious,
devout, very learned theologian.”31 Argula still is well known
26 Axel von Harnack, “Die Akademien der Wissenschaft,” in Milkau,
Handbuch, 865.
27 Zedler, see note 11.
28 Robert Beachy, “Reforming Interregional Commerce: The Leipzig
Trade Fairs and Saxon Recovery from the Thirty Years” War”, Central European
History, 32 (1999), 431.
29 Zedler, XXI, 542.
30 Zedler, XXI, 542.
31 Zedler, XI, 1127. The editor of a 1965 reprint of a brief section in
book form “Die Welt” from the original edition suggests that Zedler included a
lot of information in his work because the art of encyclopedic redaction had not
yet been learned nor was it thought to be necessary. He ridicules Zedler’s listing
in columns the names of one hundred and thirty-eight abbots from the seventh
to seventeenth-century in the Benedictine monastery at Weltenburg. The editor
wants to remind us that the process of deciding what to include or not include is
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today.

One powerful and politically active sixteenth-century
figure catching Zedler’s attention in the eighteenth century was
the Machiavellian prince Nicholas von Minckwitz, a Lutheran
contemporary of both Eberlin and Mithob. Yet Minckwitz’s name
first came to my attention in the twentieth century purely by chance a
encounter with a seventy-five Pfennig note printed in Fürstenwald—
one of many locally issued banknotes printed during the German
economic collapse of 1923. The reverse side of the note reads “Die
Bürger auf der Hut vor Nickel von Minckwitz” (“The townsmen on
the defense from the threat by Nickel von Minckwitz”). The date of
the defense is given as 1528, and village listed is Fürstenwald, now
about thirty miles southeast of Berlin.
Based on the range of his activities, Minckwitz’s historical
reputation probably should have become greater than that of either
Eberlin or Mithob.32 Minckwitz studied under Martin Luther at
Wittenberg University, and was a true Renaissance Prince. Zedler’s
Universal Lexicon gives the genealogy of a long line of Minckwitz
members of the nobility. Nickel is listed among the many members

a growing challenge for modern editors but apparently was much less for those in
previous centuries. Das Bild der Welt im 18. Jahrhundert: ein Auszug aus Zedlers
Universal-Lexicon 1734, (Graz, Austria: Akademische Druck-u.Verlagsanstalt,
1965), preface, V. Daniel Rabuzzi summarizes quite a different approach to
lists printed with great care in the eighteenth century. Even though lists might be
meaningless or contain old data, they reflect a certain mentality or attitude of the
eighteenth century. The viewer of the list could be filled with the wonder of great
amounts of information, useful or not. See: Daniel A. Rabuzzi, “EighteenthCentury Commercial Mentalities as Reflected and Projected in Business Handbooks”, Eighteenth-Century Studies, XXIX (1996) 169-189.
32 Karl Bosl, et al., Biographisches Wörterbuch zur Deutschen Geschichte, (Munich 1973), v. I, 586. Bosl cites some of Eberlin’s pamphlets of 1521 and
notes his humorous writing style. Meyer’s Lexikon, (Leipzig 1925), v. III, 1155, is
another biographical dictionary mentioning Eberlin but not Mithob or Minckwitz.
Meyer mentions the editing and printing of Eberlin’s published works by Ludwig
Enders in Eberlin’s Sämtliche Schriften, 1896-1902, 3 vols. Most specialized biographical dictionaries or encyclopedias include a short paragraph on Eberlin. For
example: see: Lewis Spitz, “Johann Eberlin” in New Catholic Encyclopedia, v. 5,
28-29 or Hans J. Hillerbrand, ed., The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Reformation, v.
2, 202-203. Neither of these latter works mention Minckwitz or Mithob.
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of the Minckwitz clan, but Zedler related far more information about
Nickel than his relatives. He details the story of the Prince’s attack
on Fürstenwald and the destruction of church property in 1528.33 The
nineteenth-century historian of the German Reformation, Johannes
Janssen, included the exact story about Minckwitz mentioned on the
banknote and detailed by Zedler. Janssen writes: “Minckwitz ‘the
lover of the Gospel’ (code word for Protestant) attacked Fürstenwald
and took possession of the town; he compelled the burgers to swear
allegiance to him. His soldiers plundered a nearby cathedral and
destroyed church vessels, vestments and documents. Nickel von
Minckwitz sent much booty back to his castle at Sonnenwald.”34
Further, Janssen related Minckwitz’s connections with
Zapolya, John II, King of Hungary. Minckwitz also had been with
King Louis II of Hungary when his armies were defeated in 1526
at the strategic battle of Mochacs by the invading Turks. A few
years later (1531) key princes in the Schmalkaldic league were
interested in supporting Zapolya. Minckwitz thought he could
help orchestrate the tempo of politics and war by helping to drive
the brother of Charles V, Ferdinand, out of Hungary, a feat that
allowed Zapolya to rule.35 Eventually the Turks supported Zapolya
and Minckwitz in the civil war with Austria. Leopold von Ranke,
one of the most famous historians of nineteenth-century Germany,
also mentions Minckwitz as part of an especially renowned ruling
33 Zedler, XXI, 293
34 Johannes Janssen, History of the German Peoples at the Close of the
Middle Ages, (New York: AMS Press), v. V, 184. The first German edition of this
was published from 1896 to 1910 and would have been available for the printers
of the Fürstenwald currency
35 Janssen, v. V, 361. Also see Karl Weber, ed., “Verbürgung für Nicol
von Minckwitz durch Einreiten 1530. Aus dem Nachlasse des Staatsministers
Julius Traugott Jacob von Könneritz,” Archiv für die Sächsische Geschichte, 8
(1870), 115. This article is a useful source of information for some of the references to Minckwitz by historians such as Seckendorf and Ranke.
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family.36 Ranke’s discussion of Minckwitz closely paraphrases the
passages in Zedler’s eighteenth-century Universal Lexicon.
Yet despite Janssen’s and Ranke’s discussions of Minckwitz,
and his undeniable impact on the politics of Reformation Germany,
he later disappears from traditional historical narrative, except for
brief references in surveys of Prussian/German history. Minckwitz
is listed in few, if any, of the modern biographical dictionaries or
textbooks for sixteenth-century history, and has only a brief moment
of fame conferred upon him by the twentieth century (1923) bank
note from Fürstenwald. For example, no articles about Minckwitz
(or Mithrob) appear in Biographisches Wörterbuch zur Deutschen
Geschichte, Meyer’s Lexikon, the New Catholic Encyclopedia, and
The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Reformation.37 A partial answer to
their relative, historical obscurity may be found in an examination
of the final segment in the story of biographical histories—the
massive early- and mid- nineteenth-century work, the Allgemeine
Enzyklopädie der Wissenschaften und Künste by Johann Samuel
Ersch (1766-1818) and Johann Gottfried Gruber (1774-1851).38
The Biographical Trail in the Nineteenth
and Twentieth Centuries

Writing the introduction to his combination of biographical lexicon
and comprehensive encyclopedia soon after the defeat of Napoleon
in 1814/1815, Ersch, a professor at the University of Halle, identified
the need for a new reference work. He wrote: “Since the appearance
of Zedler’s Universal Lexicon . . . much has changed.”39 In his
36 Leopold von Ranke, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der Reformation, (Wien 1935), 56. The first complete edition of this work was published
1839-47.
37 See note 32.
38 Ersch and Gruber, see note 12. Adding some information to this neglected subject is Günther H. Wiege, Nickel von Minckwitz: Ein Renaissanceleben (1999).
39 Ersch and Gruber, I, vi.
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preface Ersch does not indicate any particular methodology but
proposes to include material relevant “to our own time.”40 He does,
however, as a rule of thumb, note that a so-called political historical
person must be famous from both earlier and contemporary times,
and he states that minor figures may be included in various longer
articles; famous families would warrant a special paragraph.41
Ersch did not live to see the completion of his great project;
he died in 1818. However his good friend42 came to Halle from
the faculty of the recently (1817) merged Wittenberg University.
Professor Johann Gottfried Gruber, an accomplished student of
classical mythology and religion, proved to be a valuable assistant
and ultimately became chief editor. Gruber subsequently included a
long biographical essay about Ersch in their lexicon and encyclopedia.
Ersch’s name appeared in alphabetical order between Ersäufen des
Kalkes (whitewash or slaking lime) and Erscheinung (phantom or
apparition). He was described as one of the great men of the German
academic world, who had a great love of literature and scholarship,
was a distinguished member of literary circles, and was a pioneer
in bibliography.43 Johann Gruber’s son Otto supplied material for
a similar essay on Johann Gruber after his death in 1851, thirtyeight years before the last (167th) volume was published. This
entry detailed Gruber’s work on classical mythology and religious
studies.44
One would expect that all three historical figures under
review here, Eberlin, Mithob and Minckwitz, would have
been assigned adequate biographical descriptions in Ersch and
Gruber’s important nineteenth-century biographical lexicon and
encyclopedia. A significant essay on Eberlin is included, but appears
to be only a reprint of an eighteenth-century article by H.A. Erhard.
40 Ersch and Gruber, I, preface.
41 Ersch and Gruber, I, x.
42 Ersch and Gruber, I, viii.
43 Ersch and Gruber, XXXVII, 371-76.
44 Ersch and Gruber, XCIV, 391-96.
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Many of Eberlin’s Reformation pamphlets are listed, e.g. his 15
Bundgenossen.45 Curiously, there is no extant volume in Ersch and
Gruber’s encyclopedia for any subject beginning with “M.” Solving
the mystery of the missing entries under the letter “M,” Rudolf Fietz
in a recent publication confirms that the Allgemeine Enzyklopädie der
Wissenschaften und Künste edited by Ersch and Gruber never was
completed; there are no entries for “M.”46 Failure to be included in
an important biographical lexicon seems to have become a sure path
to relative, historical obscurity for Burchard Mithob and Nicolas
von Minckwitz. Chance circumstances, the failure to complete an
important and well-known reference work, negatively influenced
the survival of Mithob’s and Minckwitz’s biographies in subsequent
biographical lexicons.46
Conclusions

Every historian struggles with the problem of organizing the immense
amount of historical data. After determining the factual base, one has
to contend with the theoretical problems. Yet, all historians since
the time of Herodotus and Thuycidides have marshaled facts to tell
the story of the human past. In the twentieth century many historians
used the techniques of mathematical statisticians and scientists.47
Still, great numbers of questions in history have never been answered
satisfactorily. Why have the reputations of some historical figures
of prominence survived the sixteenth century while some did not?

45 Ersch and Gruber, XXX, 231-6.
46 Rudolf Fietz, “Die Allegemeine Encyclopädie der Wissenschaftlichen und Künste von Ersch und Gruber,” in Darstellung des Bibliothekwesens
in deutschen Enzyklopädien und Universallexikon von 18. Jahrhundert bis zur
Gegenwort der Wissenschaften und Künste, (Köln: Greven Verlag, 1991), 72-98.
Further evidence supporting the fact of the missing “M” volume is that when
Hector Mithoff (Mithob) wrote his family genealogy and history in 1881, he cited
Jöcher’s eighteenth-century work and not Ersch and Gruber’s more recent volumes. See: Hector Wilhelm H. Mithoff, Mitteilungen über die Familie Mithoff
(Hannover, 1881), 3.
47 Michael Shermer, “Exorcising Laplace’s Demon: Chaos and Antichaos, History and Metahistory,” History and Theory, XXXIV (1995), 69
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If Thomas Carlyle’s statement is true that “History is the
essence of innumerable biographies” then the impact of biographical
lexicons of earlier times should not be under-valued in any attempt to
reconstruct the sixteenth century.48 The reputations of Johann Eberlin
von Günzburg, Burchard Mithob and Nicholas von Minckwitz did
survive, albeit somewhat haphazardly. It is clear that Eberlin is by
far the most well-known of the three—the result, at least in part,
of the work of eighteenth-century biographical lexicographers and
printers who formed a crucial connection between the historical
“memories” of the early modern and modern periods of history.
Richard G. Cole is Professor of History, Emeritus at Luther College, Decorah,

Iowa. His specialty is German Reformation history. Cole has published a number
of articles on Sixteenth-Century German social history and Reformation printing.
In 1998 he was named “Fellow of Early Modern Studies” by the SixteenthCentury Studies Council.

48 Quoted in George A. Reisch, “Change, History, and Narrative”, History and Theory, XXX (1991), 7.
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Tracing Shakespeare’s Sea-Change:
from The Tempest to The New York Times
Joshua L. Comer
DePaul University
An historical approach to the changing use of a Shakespearean phase, like “sea-

change,” offers a case study in the long-standing power and evolving meaning of
Shakespeare’s language. While all sea-changes today are not so major as those of
which Ariel sang in The Tempest, the rich language of Ariel’s song has acquired
a significant place in the history of American journalism.

Brought into existence by William Shakespeare in the seventeenth

century, the phrase “sea-change” has become a popular phrase with
an elaborate history. In the 400 years since its creation the phrase
has traveled across the Atlantic and descended through the ranks of
literati to the reporters and editors of American newspapers. The
New York Times in particular favors the literary phrase. In recent
years the newspaper has used it when referring to a change in the
electorate, the economy, and a wide variety of other subject areas an
average of once a week. Valuable to understanding “sea-change” and
its myriad applications in the newspaper is a grasp of the derivation
and development of the phrase. Through an examination of the New
York Times archives, this study—part etymological examination
of the Shakespearean hyphenate and part inquiry into journalistic
practice—seeks to probe the history of the phrase and evaluate the
tides that have swept “sea-change” into American journalism.
In the “special combinations” section attributed to the word
“sea,” the Oxford English Dictionary defines “sea-change,” as
“a change wrought by the sea; now freq. transf. with or without
allusion to Shakespeare’s use.”1 It should come as little surprise
1 “Sea, n. 23” The Oxford English Dictionary. OED Online.
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that William Shakespeare made such a colorful contribution to the
English language. Even early studies of his linguistic influence
revealed that he invented 95 new words and 317 new meanings for
previously extant words.2 The bard has had an impressive impact on
the English language.
The Shakespearean phrase with which this paper is concerned
comes from The Tempest. In the play, King Alonso and his son,
Ferdinand, and their entourage sail home for Italy after attending the
wedding of the king’s daughter. En-route they encounter a violent
storm. The group is washed ashore on a strange island inhabited by
the magician Prospero. Prospero and his daughter Miranda live in
a cave on the island shared by Ariel, a sprite, and the half-human
Caliban. The phrase “sea-change” comes from Ariel’s evocative
song to Ferdinand following the shipwreck. The relevant passage is
worth quoting as an illustration of the original use of the phrase:
Full fathom five thy father lies
Of his bones are coral made
Those are pearls that were his eyes
Nothing of him that doth fade
But doth suffer a sea-change
Into something rich and strange.3

Shakespeare’s words awaken imagery of Alonso’s body
metamorphosing into the matter of the sea.
Gleaned from Shakespeare’s imagination, the phrase “seachange” has had a significant impact on American journalistic
writing. Throughout the more than 150 years of the New Your
Times archived by the newspaper, “sea-change” appears in 1,400
articles.4 Displayed by decade, as in Figure 1, the persistence of
2 F. A. March, “The Fluency of Shakespeare,” Transactions of the American Philological Association (1869-1896),26, (1895), 150.
3 William Shakespeare, The Tempest, ed. Barton, Anne, (New York: Penguin, 1968).
4 A broader sample of 6,000 results, from the Access Newspaper Archive
<http://0access.newspaperarchive.com. However many of these are repeated instances due to the multiplying effect of stories from news wire agencies. This,
combined with a lack of uniformity in the archival record, made the archive un-

Comer

139

the expression and the meteoric increase in use of the phrase in the
newspaper in the later part of the twentieth century can be seen.
While the development of the phrase’s use by the publication
will be addressed later, it should be evident here that this piece of
Shakespeare’s language has infiltrated the press.
Figure 1: The New York Times Articles Using "Sea-Change" By Decade
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Such borrowing of imagery may be an example of a circular
exchange of language, as the inspiration for “sea-change” may have
been the press of Shakespeare’s time. Historian James Westfall
Thompson is convinced that the bard’s notion of this transmutation
of human bones to coral and eyes to pearls was inspired by one of
Merlin’s prophecies from the Historia Britonum and a true story
rather than springing from Shakespeare’s imagination alone. In
a convoluted argument, Thompson points to an image of a “seachange” in Abbot Suger’s Vita Ludovici grossi. After quoting one
of Merlin’s prophecies from the Historia Britonum, “Catuli leonis
in equoreos pisces transformabuntur” (“the cubs of the lion are
suitable for this quantitative study. The use of the archived 151 years of The
New York Times (1854 to 2004) provided a more accessible and digestible sample
while still being adequate for the purposes of this study.
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transformed into seahorses”), Suger then paraphrases that quotation
to describe the shipwreck in 1120 in which the son and daughter of
England’s King Henry I were drowned. Thompson observes that
Suger’s use of the quotation seems to be a Latin embodiment of
the imagery in Ariel’s song. Thompson then notes that the Historia
Britonum served as the basis for Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Prophetia
Anglicana Merlini, translated into English and printed in 1529 as
Prophecies of Merlin. Thompson suggests the imagery of a “seachange” in Shakespeare’s Tempest came through his historical muse,
Raphael Holinshed, asserting:
there is no reason to believe that he might not have been
interested in some of Holinshed’s sources, i.e. the works of
Geoffrey of Monmouth.5

Although Thompson may question the originality of
Shakespeare’s imagery, that the bard was the author of the first
English version of the phrase “sea-change” is not disputed.
Shakespeare actually may have introduced the idea behind the
phrase years before writing The Tempest. H. H. Furness, renowned
editor of Shakespeare’s works, compares Ariel’s song with a passage
in Richard III describing the bottom of the sea with its “heaps of
pearls.” 6 Perhaps more significantly, a sea change can be suggested
about the title character of Hamlet. In the last act of the play,
Shakespeare constructs a psychological meaning of the oft-quoted
phrase. After Hamlet kills Polonius and pesters his uncle, he is sent
by ship to England to be executed. The plot is foiled, and Hamlet
returns from the sea a changed man. Before Shakespeare wrote of
a physical sea-change in The Tempest, he portrayed a mental seachange in Hamlet
This all speaks, of course, to Shakespeare’s prescribed use
of the phrase. The OED dedicates the first allusive use of the phrase
5 James Westfall Thompson, “A Note on The Tempest,” Modern Language Notes, 52, no. 3. (March, 1937), 200-01.
6 William Shakespeare, The Tempest. ed. H. H. Furness, New Variorum
Shakespeare, 9 (Philadelphia: Lippincott. 1895), 82.
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in such a restricted way to Ezra Pound’s Lustra, published in 1917.7
However, earlier examples can be found in American writing. The
earliest use of “sea-change” in literature seems to be in 1877 in Julian
Hawthorne’s short story The Great White Wall. Therein, the son of
the prominent American novelist Nathaniel Hawthorne writes “three
centuries ago, according to my porter, a sea-change happened here
which really deserves to be called strange.”8 The change detailed
in the younger Hawthorne’s writing is the redirection of a river by
a hurricane and the uprooting of a community due to the shifting
waterway. In these cases, the phrase is used to suggest literally “a
change wrought by the sea.”9 To this end, sea-change was used
by the New York Times as early as 1854, (when the newspaper was
still known as the New York Daily Times) to refer to the wreck of
the San Francisco.10 This practice extended through the Civil War
and beyond the Reconstruction era, to when the newspaper dropped
the “Daily” from its masthead. “Sea-change” was metaphorically
applied in the Times to the distorted crossing of the American system
of caucuses across the Atlantic in 188411 and to the cultural and
economic change brought to the United States by Chinese workers
crossing the Pacific in 1886.12 Such fixed forms of the phrase
dominated the newspaper’s use of “sea-change” until the turn of the
twentieth century. This direct and limited application is reflected in
the phrase’s rare appearance in the newspaper from 1854 to 1904,
illustrated in Figure 2.
7 OED.
8 Julian Hawthrone, “The Great White Wall,” Appletons’ Journal: A
monthly miscellany of popular literature, New Series, 2 (New York: D. Appleton
and Co. 1877), 454-466.
9 OED.
1854.

10 “The Loss of the San Francisco,” New York Daily Times, Jan 14,
11 “Most Worthy of Imitation,” New York Times, Dec 14, 1884.
12 “The Seattle Mob,” New York Times, Feb 9, 1886. April 2008.
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Figure 2: The New York Times Articles Using "Sea-Change," 1854-1904
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The English language itself is said to have undergone
such a metaphorical sea-change when it was imported to the New
World, gaining new words and meanings and becoming something
strange. A shift along such lines, from an obscure literal sense to
a more popular meaning, is particularly frequent in phrases drawn
from Shakespeare. For example, compare the literal meaning of
Shakespeare’s proverbial phrase “hoist with his own petard,” which
is to be raised into the sky by one’s own bomb, to its now common
usage, to be ensnared by a device of one’s own making.
Through a similar mechanism, the meaning of “sea-change”
has been broadened. This is reflected in the descriptivist OED. The
dictionary entry for “sea-change” points out that it has become more
generally used to describe “an alteration or metamorphosis, a radical
change.”13
The point at which Shakespeare’s words became an idiom is
difficult to pin down, though the OED’s chronology and the Times
archives point to the transformation taking place in the first half of
the twentieth century. The OED attributes the first use of this form
13 OED.
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to literary historian A. C. Baugh in 1948.14 This use is first found
in the Times at the turn of the twentieth century. In speaking of the
hatred of slavery and polygamy by the U.S. Supreme Court, one
reporter warned readers “alas! This sentiment is liable to suffer a
sea-change.”15 However, reflecting the chronology indicated by the
OED entry, this form of the phrase, as with the phrase in general,
does not find more frequent use in the newspaper until the years
following World War II.
Though the OED compilation of post-Shakespearean
applications of the phrase acknowledges a variety of genres and styles
of use, a change in the phrase’s punctuation leaves it incomplete. In
addition to the other alterations explored above, the phrase is an
example of a hyphenated phrase that has, in certain cases, lost its
hyphen. While the OED does not trace this form, perhaps because
it is a word pair and not a grammatically married phrase, other
dictionaries, such as the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, reject
the original form in favor of this newer style.16
The New York Times has alternated between the two
constructions of the phrase throughout much of the newspaper’s
history, and there is no rule in The New York Times Manual of Style
and Usage governing the use of the expression. A perusal of the
newspaper’s archives shows that the hyphen-free “sea change” has
dominated its pages since the beginning of the 1970s. This change
in form is yet another diversifying transformation of the phrase in
response to its expansion into the mainstream.
Such a shift is reflective of language in general and the
colorful works of Shakespeare in particular. Linguist Frederic
Marquardt notes how Shakespeare’s phrases penetrate American
vernacular, as has “sea-change.” His work indicates that literary
phrases of Shakespearean origin circulate up and down through
14 OED.
15 “The Twin Relics Once More,” New York Times Jun 13, 1901
16 “Sea change.” Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, http://www.merriam-webster.com.
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hierarchal structures.17 In the case of “sea-change” and The New
York Times, the changes explored earlier in this paper are thus a
reflection of the fact that the phrase has been siphoned from
Shakespeare’s original work, blended through popular literature and
then more widely spread through the broadly accessible newspaper.
The phrase changes and becomes common property. While certain
members of the literati may accept nothing but formal English,
Marquardt says the general public is free from such concerns and
takes a functional approach to language, adopting and adapting
words to suit its tastes.18 This common use then filters back into the
structures from which it descended.
Though his linguistic model may be dated, it remains true
that newspapers like the Times decipher jargon for their audiences
and communicate such translations using the evolving dialect of their
readers. This intrinsic role of the media renders it an apt barometer
for changes in phrases such as “sea-change.” Gradually equipped
with a growing range of applications and understandings of what
constitutes a “sea-change,” the New York Times has increasingly
permitted use of the expression in ever more diverse ways. We
can see “sea-change” as a hyphenate describing President Reagan’s
position on the Cold War policy of mutual assured destruction19 and a
hyphen-free application of the Shakespearean phrase used to explain
the development of American bed and breakfasts in the same issue.20
This growth in forms and meanings can be seen in Figures 3 and 4,
which illustrate the last century of at-times exponential growth in
the newspaper’s use of the phrase split into two 50-year periods.
17 Frederic S Marquardt, “Shakspere and American Slang,” American
Speech, 4, No. 2, (1928), 118.
18 Ibid.
19 Hedrick Smithwashington, “Face To Face,” New York Times, September 30, 1984, ProQuest Historical Newspapers (accessed October 29, 2008).
20 Gloria Levitas, “Bed-Breakfast’s Little World Gets Bigger,” New
York Times, September 30, 1984, ProQuest Historical Newspapers (accessed
10/28/08).
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Figure 3: The New York Times Articles Using "Sea-Change," 1905-1954
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Figure 4: The New York Times Articles Using "Sea-Change," 1955-2004
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Words chosen by newspapers are important, particularly

when they are attributed to Shakespeare. As Marquardt put it, to the
average American, “[Shakespeare] is a myth worthy of the reverent
awe that is generally attributed to the Bible.”21 The Poynter Institute
has addressed the importance of responsibly wielding such phrases.
The journalism school has written on “sea-change” in particular,
aiming to funnel the upsurge in the use of the phrase by journalists
toward appropriate ends.22
The need for newspapers to practice care when exercising
the influence of Shakespeare’s words goes beyond the possibility
of linguistic impropriety. Psychology researcher Daniel Romer
presents a case for the dangers of the news media failing to recognize
the power of Shakespearean symbols. Though he does not address
“sea-change” directly, in his work Romer shows how inaccurately
appropriating the powerful imagery of Shakespeare through
the application of Romeo and Juliet labels to teen suicides, can
dangerously romanticize serious concerns. 23 It is similarly possible
to imagine how overuse of “sea-change” could inaccurately conflate
issues of drastically different severity in readers’ minds. While the
kinds of things that undergo a sea-change in newspapers are not
often drowned kings, the aspects of public life to which the phrase is
applied—ranging from politics and public opinion to war efforts and
economic hardship— can be just as grim. While it may be tempting
for a headline writer to apply the Shakespearean phrase to the transfer
of an ocean liner from the Atlantic coast to the Mediterranean as
well as to the transfer of soldiers from the Gulf Coast to the Persian
Gulf, the invocation of the same powerful imagery to relate both
cases would inaccurately equivocate the two events.
Organized to illustrate a steady increase in the use of “sea21 Ibid.
22 “Seeking Sea Change,” The Poynter Institute. Created 17 Sept. 2002,
http://www.poynter.org, accessed 10 April 2008.
23 Daniel Romer, “The Responsible Reporting of Suicide in Print Journalism,” American Behavioral Scientist, 46, no. 12 (University of Pennsylvania:
2003), 1643-60.
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change” by the New York Times in correlation and collaboration
with a broadening of the understanding and applications of the
phrase throughout history, this study is not suited to assessing the
newspaper’s application of Shakespeare’s words in such ethical
terms. Further, a computational linguistic study of the use of the
phrase in a broader survey of newspaper archives may reveal more
particular nuances about its evolving role in the media. What is
made clear through this historical approach, however, is the longstanding power and evolving meaning of Shakespeare’s phrases.
While all sea-changes today are not so permanent or as major as
those of which Ariel sang, the rich language of the song has given
the phrase “sea-change” an enduring and significant place in the
history of American journalism.
Joshua L. Comer is pursuing graduate studies at DePaul University in the Media,

Culture and Society Program. He currently is researching the appropriation of
literary figures and myths by the news media, an interest he first puts into words
in this discussion of Shakespeare’s “sea-change.”
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Review Essay
Bringing the Middle Ages into the World History Survey
Course: Some Suggestions
Tiffany A. Trimmer
Bowling Green State University
Too often World Historians neglect coverage of the European Middle Ages, and

medieval history courses tend to lose sight of the ways in which medieval Europe
played a part in the wider world to which it belonged. Part of this results from
the artificial pre/post 1500 CE split that dominates the organization of the typical
world history survey, and part from the reluctance of World Historians to realize
the potential of a global history approach to the era before the age of exploration
and colonization. The works included in this essay attempt to rectify the absence
of earlier European historical content within the context of the “known world” of
the eleventh through fifteenth centuries.

“World Historians”—scholars who focus on long-distance and
long-term connections that transcend national, regional, or imperial
boundaries—have shied away from teaching about the European
Middle Ages for two reasons. The first, a practical consideration,
involves the dominant periodization of the undergraduate world
history survey course that divides human existence into two lopsided,
chronological halves encompassing pre- and post- 1500 CE. All
too often the history of the Middle Ages becomes the hurried last
lectures of a pre-1500 survey, or the cursory background lecture
given at the start of a post-1500 course.
The second reason for their hesitancy involves the predominant
historical narrative of the world history specialists: the increasing
degree of global interconnectedness emerging as a consequence of
long-distance historical processes such as imperialism, migration,
or long-distance trade.1 The perception that the Early Modern
1 Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History (Cambridge:
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Era (and the Iberian role in linking the Americas to the Old World
of Eurasia and Africa) is the most relevant place to begin such a
narrative likewise results in the Middle Ages being cast as a prelude
rather than another part of a focus upon global interconnectedness.
.2 Some World History scholars and teachers persist in thinking
that the medieval era is not fully relevant to a World History focus
because of the belief that one cannot have “World History” until the
whole globe is in contact, including the Americas. Medieval history
gets shortchanged because it is usually seen only as the build up
to European expansionism—especially in the way a survey course
typically is set up. In short, it is only when Europe goes exploring
that real world history can begin.
It has been nearly twenty years since Janet Abu-Lughod
convincingly demonstrated how economic and cultural exchanges
linked Europe, the Middle East, and Asia throughout the midthirteenth and fourteenth centuries.3 Yet, the medieval era continues
to play little more than a background role in the world history
survey course. This is somewhat surprising given the wealth of
long-distance migrations, trade diasporas, religious pilgrimages, and
imperial conquests taking place throughout the Middle Ages which
promoted the types of cross-cultural encounters and exchanges that
are of priority to those who consider themselves World Historians.
From the Crusades to the Black Death, from the Pax Mongolia
to the creation of the Catalan Atlas, the Middle Ages offer many
historical reminders that the “Known World” of Eurasia and Africa
Cambridge University Press, 1984); Dirk Hoerder, Cultures in Contact: World Migrations in the Second Millennium (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002);
Patrick Manning, Migration in World History (New York: Routledge, 2005).
2 Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1984); Dirk Hoerder, Cultures in Contact: World Migrations in the Second Millennium (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002);
Patrick Manning, Migration in World History (New York: Routledge, 2005).
3 Janet Abu-Lughod Before European Hegemony: The World System
A.D. 1250-1350 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989).
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was held together by the same types of interactions and exchanges
which World Historians frequently emphasize in their lectures about
post-1500 CE world history.
Given these potential complementarities, perhaps scholars
who specialize in medieval and world history should become more
familiar with one another’s historiographical approaches and source
materials.4 From the vantage point of the world history survey
course this essay offers some suggestions for integrating the history
of the Middle Ages into broader world historical narratives suitable
for undergraduate students and their teachers. It proceeds in two
phases. First, I examine ways that two college-level world history
textbooks incorporate the Middle Ages into their broader, globalized
narratives. Second, I propose three long-distance processes—
migration, trade, and imperial diplomacy —as starting points for
framing the European Middle Ages in a world history perspective.
Contact, Crisis, Conflict: The Middle Ages in World History
Textbooks

Two interrelated narrative themes predominate in global-focused,

history textbook coverage of the Middle Ages: (1) human and
biological invasions threatened the stability of societies throughout
the Mediterranean basin and Asia, and (2) analysis of the causes
and consequences of these invasions helps us better understand
the economic, political, and cultural relationships which sustained
contact between parts of the known world. In these textbooks, that
world is most often organized into political and cultural blocs: the
Delhi Sultanate, the Empire of Mali, the Khanates of the Mongols,
Christian Europe, the Islamic Caliphate. These categories reflect the
historical reality of the era, yet they also serve as reminders of the
various cultural frontiers (Islamic vs. Christian; Nomadic vs. Settled
Societies) which had to be negotiated as pilgrims, adventurers,
4 For a similar argument about the potential for medieval and world
history to inform each other see John J. Curry, “Some Thoughts on the Greater
Integration of Islamic Sources into the Wider Framework of Medieval History,”
Quidditas 28 (2007), 160.
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soldiers, merchants or diplomats traveled across Eurasia and Africa
in the eleventh through fifteenth centuries.
Paying closer attention to the various cultural and political
“worlds” which overlapped and intersected in the Middle Ages helps
instructors and students alike better understand how the various parts
of the known world fit together, or as one of the textbooks discussed
below describes it, how these regions participated in the making of
the world as we understand it in the present-day.5
For this essay, I examine two college-level world history
survey textbooks: Robert Tignor et al., Worlds Together, Worlds Apart:
A History of the World and Felipe Fernández-Armesto, The World: A
History. The primary selection criterion was their narrative scope.
These two texts explicitly strive to maintain a global perspective
throughout each of their chronologically- or thematically-organized
chapters. Tignor and his coauthors, for example explain in their
“Preface” that “world history is global history.” Fernández-Armesto
likewise insists “the whole world stays in view in almost every
chapter,” of his textbook, which allows readers to “compare and
connect what was happening in every region and every continent in
every period.”6 While the two texts share a global focus and cover
much of the same material—the Crusades, the Mongols, the Black
Death—their tones and pedagogical strategies differ significantly.
Chapters in Worlds Together, Worlds Apart proceed region by
region, or topic by topic, and work towards an integrated global
narrative of the chronological time period under examination. The
goal of this strategy, the authors explain, is to “help students and
instructors make sense of the vast, complex, and rapidly evolving
field” of world history. By contrast, The World: A History is the
5 Robert Tignor et al., Worlds Together, Worlds Apart: A History of the
World, Volume Two, 2nd ed. (New York: W.W. Norton, 2008), p.418. Chapters 10
and 11 cover the Medieval Era.
6 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, xxix; Felipe Fernández-Armesto, “Letter to the Reader,” in The World: A History. Volume Two. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2007), xxv.
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provocateur’s world history textbook. Armesto warns his readers
that he intends to “wield facts not just for their own sake but also to
make my readers—and myself— think.”7
Where do the events of Middle Ages fit into these global
narratives? And, which comparisons and connections do these
authors actually emphasize in their narratives? In Worlds Together,
Worlds Apart the Middle Ages are the subject of a two-part
analysis (Chapters 10 and 11). The first chapter, “Becoming ‘The
World,’ 1000-1300 CE” offers teachers and students background
information on seven geographical regions: Sub-Saharan Africa, the
Americas, the Islamic World, South Asia, East Asia, Southeast Asia,
and Christian Europe. By focusing on long-distance trade, imperial
conquest and expansion, and the migration of people and religions
(Islam, Christianity), the chapter aims to dispel the “common view
that the world moved in slow motion before 1500.”8 Thus coverage
includes the commercial “hubs” of the Silk Roads and the Indian
Ocean, the military and cultural consequences of the migration of
Crusaders and Mongols, and the creation of empires such as those
of Mali and the Delhi Sultanate.
Beyond regional background context, however, the chapter
also asks readers to consider what it terms the “paradoxical result”
of the Middle Ages. Although the eleventh through fourteenth
centuries were an era of expanded commercial and cultural contacts,
such interactions did not lead to a more unified or syncretic world.
By contrast, the authors argue that, “contact and exchange reinforced
the sense of difference across cultures and created a feeling of
apartness, of living within bounded cultural worlds which would
soon come to be called ‘Europe,’ or ‘China,’ or ‘India’.”9 The
consequences of this reinforced difference and separation—the
7 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, xxix; Fernández-Armesto, The
World, xxv.
8 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, 418.
9 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, 418.
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centralization of state power and increased military conflict among
states—is detailed in the second chapter “Crisis and Recovery in
Afro-Eurasia, 1300s-1500s,” where the central focus is the creation
of the Ottoman, Safavid, Mughal and Ming Empires, along with
the attempts of the Spanish, English, and French monarchies to
consolidate state power (while coping with political turmoil such as
the Jacquerie Revolt and the Hundred Years’ War).
Taken together as a world historical narrative of the Middle
Ages, these chapters tell a story of increasing long-distance contact
culminating in the Pax Mongolia, undone by the consequences of
the Black Death and the fragmentation of Mongol Rule, and the
subsequent regional attempts at power consolidation in China,
the Middle East, and Europe from the later fourteenth century
onward. Thus Worlds Together, Worlds Apart illustrates how the
increased interactions of the medieval era had both positive (cultural
exchanges of the Pax Mongolia) and negative consequences (the
Black Death).
The pair of chapters suits students of world history aiming
towards a better understand the Middle Ages, as well as students of
the Middle Ages aiming towards a better understanding of the goals
of world history. For world history students trying to expand their
knowledge of the Middle Ages, the “Becoming the World Chapter”
(10) includes strategic summaries of some of the major culturalpolitical formations one would need to be familiar with in order
to assess the relationship between the broader regional, or global,
historical trends and their local manifestations in particular parts of
the known world. These sections—“What was Islam?” “What was
India?” and “What was Christian Europe?”—offer concise, easy to
follow narratives of the way in which religion, geographic proximity,
and political power shaped individuals’ regional identities in an
era before the modern nation state.10 One unfortunate omission:
there are no corresponding sections like “What were the Mongol
Khanates?” “What was China?” or “What was the Indian Ocean?”
Nonetheless, these chapter sections serve two important functions
10 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, 433-434, 436-437, 450-454.
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in a world history survey course. First, they lay the foundation
for possible comparisons between parts of the medieval world,
for example between the political-cultural formations of Christian
Europe and the Dar al-Islam (the parts of Eurasia, Africa and the
Indian Ocean inhabited by Muslims), or between the trade hubs of the
Mediterranean and Indian Ocean basins. Second, they ease students
into the required world historical skill of being able to explain how
particular parts of the world fit into larger, trans-regional patterns
of trade, migration, diplomacy, or warfare (as in the case of the
Crusades and Mongol empire-making).
This second benefit of Worlds Together, Worlds Apart’s
coverage of the medieval era —giving readers the tools to place
regional information into trans-regional or world-wide narratives —
is similarly useful for the student of medieval history attempting to
understand world history. Reading about Christian Europe as one
of seven geographical regions linked to a common set of political,
demographic, economic and cultural challenges encourages critical
reflection about where European events parallel or diverge from
world-wide historical trends. In addition, Worlds Together, Worlds
Apart offers a narrative that casts the medieval era as a period
of transition, and of contradictions and paradoxes. The eleventh
through fifteenth centuries are characterized as the time period during
which Africa and Eurasia laid the foundation for both the patterns
of interaction and the political, economic, and cultural rivalries that
continue to shape their sense of distinctiveness in the present-day.
Felipe Fernández-Armesto’s The World: A History contains
four chapters on the Middle Ages (11-14). The overarching narrative
involves a global process of integration and crisis that unfolds in
three phases between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries. The first
phase (ca 1000 – 1200 CE) involves regions of the world either
“contending with isolation” from each other, or empires coping with
increasing invasions from nomadic peoples. The second phase (ca
1200s CE) examines the “world that the Mongols made” via their
imperial conquests and the resulting cross-cultural interactions. The
third phase (ca 1300s-late 1400s CE) explores regional responses to
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the twin crises of the Black Death and the Little Ice Age. Thus The
World: A History offers a historical narrative of the Middle Ages
broadly comparable to that found in Worlds Together, Worlds Apart:
political, economic, and cultural interactions between the parts of the
known world were deemed necessary for expansion, but the negative
consequences of such interactions were not entirely foreseeable.
As this narrative of the Middle Ages begins, FernándezArmesto offers a view of the early medieval world where societies in
the Americas, Indian Ocean, Japan, and Western Europe attempted
to overcome geographical, political or economic barriers preventing
their regional expansion (Chapter 11) while the Byzantine Empire,
Tang and Song Dynasties, and Islamic Caliphates all attempted
to check the expansion of nomadic groups which threatened to
undermine their authority (Chapter 12). Along with offering
medievalists a thought-provoking interpretation of the contradictory
trends of expansion and moves to limit expansion in this era,
Fernández-Armesto’s text leaves those interested in European
medieval history with two arguments for consideration. First,
from a global point-of-view, Western Europe was peripheral (or as
Fernández-Armesto terms it, one of Eurasia’s “extremities”) to the
main centers of commercial and political power in the Mediterranean,
Indian Ocean, and East Asia.11
Second, Fernández-Armesto encourages his readers to
consider the Crusades from the perspective of those being crusaded
against. “For the Islamic world,” he writes, “the Crusades were
a minor nuisance. Crusaders were few. Their states were small
and mostly short-lived.” Thus, he asks readers to compare the threat
from the Crusaders to the threat from the Seljuk Turks, who — in
terms of the geographical scope of their conquest — come across
more favorably. His final assessment that the “common opinion that
the Crusades demonstrated the growing power of Latin Christendom
seems—at best—exaggerated,” stems from his prior argument that
11 These sections use page numbers from the “Brief” edition of Fernández-Armesto’s, The World, 275, 277-284.

156

Trimmer

the eleventh through twelfth centuries were primarily about regional
consolidations of political and economic power within, rather than
among, societies. “There was dynamism in the Western Europe
of the eleventh and twelfth centuries,” he writes, but he urges the
reader to focus on events taking place within Europe (urbanization,
the Gregorian reform) rather than within Jerusalem as the most
relevant for identifying where European medieval history parallels
or diverges from global trends in this era.12
This call to look to Western Europe rather than the European
crusaders offers teachers and students of world history and medieval
history alike much to debate. Ultimately, each reader must decide
whether they have been sufficiently persuaded by FernándezArmesto’s argument about internal expansion being the key to
understanding the early medieval era to consider the Crusades
peripheral to world history. There are implications here not just
for medievalists but for world historians as well. The emphasis on
long-distance cross-cultural interactions and their consequences is
what initially made the Crusades of interest to world historians in
the first place. For U.S. undergraduate students in a world history
survey course, considering the significance of the Crusades from
alternate perspectives—medieval Europe, medieval Islamic Middle
East, and present-day world historical narratives —helps them refine
the critical thinking skills necessary to historical inquiry.
The remaining two phases of Fernández-Armesto’s
coverage of the Middle Ages likewise challenge readers to think
more carefully about where medieval Western European history
intersects with medieval world history. The second phase (ca
1200s CE) examines the cross-cultural benefits of the Pax Mongolia
(Chapter 13), while the third explores regional responses to the
twin crises of the Black Death and the Little Ice Age (Chapter 14).
In these chapters, medieval Europe’s place in the narrative shifts
noticeably. In the discussion of how Mongol imperialism forged a
cultural, economic, and technological ecumene, Europe remains at
the periphery of the story, but greatly benefits from its connections
12 Fernández-Armesto’s, The World, 289, 291.
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to the Middle East, Central Asia and East Asia. By the subsequent
chapter’s discussion of the Black Death, Europe appears as a region
fully integrated into the ensuing narrative of fourteenth century
demographic, economic, and political crisis and response. Access
to technological innovations in paper making, blast furnaces, and
gun powder, as well as to Asian trade goods were the benefits of
Europe’s connection to Asia via Mongol imperialism, susceptibility
to the Black Death the negatives.
The title for chapter thirteen, “The World the Mongols Made,”
serves as an accurate assessment of Fernández-Armesto’s view of
medieval world history. He argues that the creation of transportation,
communication, and commercial links across Eurasia defined the
known world of the thirteenth, fourteenth, and subsequent centuries.
Thus, readers must contend with the following argument:
without the Mongol peace, it is hard to imagine any of the rest of
world history working out as it did, for these were the roads that
carried Chinese ideas and technology westward and opened up
European minds to the vastness of the world. The importance
of the Mongols’ passage through world history does not stop at
the frontiers of their empire. It resonated across Eurasia.13

For students of medieval history the connections between Europe
and the Pax Mongolia offer one potential model for linking European
history and world history via examination of the consequences of
the transportation and trade networks developed during this era.
In addition, Fernández-Armesto’s assertion that Mongol
imperialism pivotally altered the course of world history can be used
to provoke lively debate in undergraduate classroom discussions. In
such discussions, students of medieval history and world history alike
must decide where they think medieval European history parallels,
or diverges from, the broader trends shaping the known world.
Likewise the argument that without the Mongols the rest of world
history would have been quite different requires closer examination
of arguments about the subsequent transformations of Western
Europe in the late medieval and early modern era, particularly the
13 Fernández-Armesto, The World, 336-337.
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region’s increasingly non-peripheral role in world history.
Tracing Interactive Historical Processes in the Medieval World

As the above discussion of Worlds Together, Worlds Apart and

The World: A History illustrates, medieval European history and
world history have multiple overlaps. While textbooks such as
those described in this essay strive towards world-scale, or global,
narratives of historical trends, the most common complaint from
students and teachers alike is daunting amount of information found
within them.
In reality, two visions of what constitutes “World History”
coexist within this field of study. They are best summed up as the
global narrative, and the narrative of global connections. The global
narrative — as exemplified by the world history textbook — seeks
to present a readable narrative of broad trends shaping historical
change and continuity around the world in a given timeframe.
The second model, the narrative of global connections is a more
selective one. Generally, one historical theme or process is used to
illustrate the causes and consequences of long-distance and longterm interactions between parts of the world. For those scholars
and students interested in examining where and when medieval
European history intersects with broader regional or world-scale
historical patterns, this second approach also holds great potential.
To illustrate these possibilities, the remainder of this essay
examines three “big-picture” historical processes shaping the
Middle Ages—migration, trade, and imperial diplomacy. In doing
so, it attempts to begin a dialog between medievalists and world
historians centered on the question of where the European Middle
Ages fit into narratives of contemporaneous world history.
Migration

The best starting place for a world historical perspective on

migration is Dirk Hoerder’s 2002 Cultures in Contact: World
Migrations in the Second Millennium. Although voluminous and
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expensive (approximately eight hundred pages and one hundred
dollars purchased new), a library copy on reserve could be used to
give students access to this essential resource. The Middle Ages are
the focus of the three chapters that examine population movements
within and across seven distinct cultural geographies: Chinese,
Indic, Muslim, Sub-Saharan African, Byzantine-Russian, Latin
Christendom, and a Jewish Diaspora. These civilizational zones are
also often discussed as being linked together via a Judeo-ChristianIslamic Mediterranean world and a Eurasian world. Within these
regional and cultural blocs, medieval Europe is linked within other
parts of the world via economic interests, or in the case of the
Crusades, political, economic, and cultural conflicts.14
There are two ways in which the detailed information on
migration found here could be used by medievalists interested in
world history and world historians interested in the medieval era.
First, the chapters can be broadly read as a chronological narrative
detailing a range of population movements across the civilizational
zones listed above. The second approach (discussed below)
involves focusing in on the sections of these broad narratives that
detail particular medieval European trends. For the first approach
—understanding the broader contours of population movement
trends in the Medieval Era—Chapter Two contains maps illustrating
the range of routes which fostered by the commercially-motivated
migrations of merchants across the Mediterranean and the Sahara,
and across Eurasia via the Silk Roads and the Indian Ocean Maritime
trade networks. These maps prove particularly useful in helping
readers to visualize how Western, Central, and Eastern Europe were
connected to North Africa and Asia via established water- and landbased travel routes. Sections on these commercial migrations, along
with the Mediterranean slave trade, Norman and Viking invasions,
Crusader migrations, and Muslim conquests of the Iberian Peninsula
emphasize the high degree of human mobility shaping cross-cultural
contacts between Eurasia and Africa in the eleventh through thirteenth
centuries. In fact, Hoerder argues that careful attention to the range
14 Dirk Hoerder, Cultures in Contact: World Migrations in the Second
Millennium (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002), 23-25.
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of migrations taking place in the Medieval Era undermines previous
historiographical assumptions about the period. He writes that, “the
medieval and early modern periods, once said to be characterized by
peasants bound to the soil, were in fact high times of mobility.”15
The primary regional examples that Hoerder uses to support
this re-characterization are European ones, particularly from the
mid-fourteenth through late fifteenth centuries. Sections on the
variety of reasons people took to the roads — religious pilgrimages,
employment as mercenaries, seeking employment following the
demographic upheavals of the Black Death, vagabondry — contrast
the perception of a static, unchanging Europe. In doing so, they
encourage students and teachers alike to think about the changing
geographical horizons of medieval Europeans, particularly how they
understood connections between their local communities and the
regional political or cultural boundaries thought to shape individual
identities. This particular focus on European mobility offers a second
potential use for Cultures in Contact, examination of the European
sections with an eye towards assessing where European population
movement trends parallel or diverge from ones taking place in the
Muslim, Indic, or Chinese civilizational zones.
Perhaps the section of the book that would most directly help
students of medieval European history and world history determine
where their interests intersect is Chapter Four, which details the
medieval trend of Latin Christendom’s persecution and expulsion
of religious others including as Jews or Muslims. The expulsions
of Muslims from the Iberian Peninsula, and the emigrations of
Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jews throughout continental Europe are
detailed here, along with discussions of the consequences for both
the regions they were forced out of and those where they sought
refuge. The focus on religiously motivated, forced migrations
reinforces Hoerder’s argument about a medieval Europe in motion;
the emphasis on the resulting expansion of the Jewish diaspora helps
readers to think about various parts of Europe (Iberian Peninsula,
Eastern Europe) as being part of a much larger migrant community
15 Hoerder, Cultures in Contact, 59.
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which connected much of the then known world.
Trade

The medieval commercial and migratory networks emphasized by

Hoerder in Cultures in Contact build upon a previous pioneering
work of world history (albeit one written by a Sociologist), Janet
Abu-Lughod’s Before European Hegemony: The World System
A.D. 1250-1350. The title itself may seem to induce fears of an
anti-European perspective and of arguments emphasizing Europe’s
pre-1500 peripheral status merely to contradict “Rise of the West”
style narratives of the early modern era (such as that posited by
Wallerstein’s previous world systems model).16 However, Before
European Hegemony serves as an excellent model for integrating
medieval European history into narratives of medieval world history.
From the mid-thirteenth through mid-fourteenth centuries, AbuLughod explains “an international trade economy was developing
that stretched all the way from northwestern Europe to China; it
involved merchants and producers in an extensive (worldwide) if
narrow network of exchange…furthermore, the trade involved
a wide variety of merchant communities at various points on the
globe.” Abu-Lughod identifies eight overlapping trade circuits—
Northwestern Europe, the Mediterranean, the Red Sea, the Middle
East, Central Asia, the Western Indian Ocean, the Eastern Indian
Ocean, and the South China Sea—, which, she argues, benefited
from teconomic and cultural exchanges taking place among them.17
The assertion that there was no single hegemonic power within
16 Immanuel Maurice Wallerstein, World Systems Analysis: An Introduction (Chapel Hill, NC: Duke UP, 2004), and The Modern World System (New
York: Academic Press, 1974).
17 Janet Abu-Lughod Before European Hegemony: The World System
A.D. 1250-1350 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 8. The map of the
eight trade circuits can be found on page 35. Hoerder acknowledges Abu-Lughod’s work on pages 27-29 of Cultures in Contact and includes a revised version
of her trade circuits map (with the addition of a trans-Saharan circuit connecting
the Mediterranean and West Africa) on page 29.
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this mid-thirteenth century world system allows world historians
and medievalists alike the freedom to set aside teleological concerns
about later roles which Europe would play in long-distance trade
and imperialism, and instead examine the “international connections
[which] were forged, expanded and strengthened during the course
of the thirteenth century, and describe the roles—cooperative,
conflictual, or symbiotic—the varied participants played in the
ongoing commercial exchanges.”18 Taken on these terms, the
view of medieval Europe offered by Abu-Lughod is one of French
trading fairs, Flemish textile production centers, and Mediterranean
commercial hubs on the Italian peninsula (Genoa and Venice).
These centers receive particular attention because they served as
“meeting grounds for merchants coming from many directions, and
because the non-local trade that formed the basis of their prosperity
circulated among them.”19 Yet, these trading centers where also
linked, albeit more distantly, to three other trading circuits that
overlapped with the European connections to the Mediterranean via
Genoa and Venice. Thus, the fates of Western European merchants
and craftspeople were also influenced by events taking place in the
Eurasian, Middle Eastern and Red Sea trading circuits.
The map of the eight overlapping trading circuits (found on
page 34) is often gushed about by world history survey teachers
as handy visual metaphor for helping undergraduate students think
about how the various geographical and cultural blocs they read
about in their textbooks (Latin Christendom, Islam, Eurasia, the
Indian Ocean Trade Maritime System) actually fit together. Yet
assigning portions of Before European Hegemony (for example, the
“Introduction” which lays out the argument for a thirteenth century
world system, Part I on the “European Subsystem” and either of the
subsequent sections on the Middle Eastern, or Asian areas as a basis
for comparison) or the full monograph to undergraduate students
would sharpen the understanding of both medieval European history
and medieval world history. Assessment of where, how, and why,
18 Abu-Lughod Before European Hegemony, 37.
19 Abu-Lughod Before European Hegemony, 35 (emphasis original).

Quidditas

163

developments in medieval European history fit into the broader
discussion of trade across Eurasia and Africa, helps students gauge
parallels and divergences between the regions connected via the
thirteenth century world system described by Abu-Lughod.
The strength of the thirteenth century world system model for
both medievalists and world historians is that it encourages students
and teachers to think about the way in which processes such as
trade (and corresponding migration of merchants and craftspeople)
broadened the geographical horizons of people living quite far apart.
While the overwhelming majority of individuals being exposed to
new ideas, technologies, and trade goods from other parts of the
world never actually traveled to those places, they did form some
sense (whether accurate or not) of those far-off regions. To build
on this theme of growing medieval European awareness of the
wider world, two types of maps can used to supplement classroom
discussion of Before European Hegemony—a map illustrating the
migration of the Black Death ca 1320s-1350s CE, and the Catalan
Atlas of ca 1375 CE.
Textbook treatments of the Middle Ages consistently follow
narration about the Pax Mongolia with discussion of the arrival of the
plague in Western Asia, the Mediterranean, and Western Europe. But
having students actually trace the mid-fourteenth century, westward
migration of the plague reinforces their understanding of the longdistance commercial networks that held Abu-Lughod’s medieval
world system together. Both Worlds Together, Worlds Apart and
The World: A History contain maps that illustrate medieval land and
maritime trade routes across Eurasia and the corresponding dates
when plague outbreaks occurred throughout Eurasia, North Africa,
and the Indian Ocean. (The map in Worlds Together, Worlds Apart
is more user-friendly, as it has easy-to-follow arrows depicting the
spread of the plague.)20 The benefit of including such a map not only
in a world history course, but also in a course specifically focused
20 Tignor, Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, 476-477; Fernández-Armesto, The World: A Brief History, 352-353.
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on medieval history course is twofold. First, students easily can
see how parts of Europe were connected to, and affected by, the
medieval trade system of the known world. Second, examination
of plague routes maps can be used to spark a discussion of both
the positive and negative consequences of participating in such
economic systems.
A second geographical resource, the Catalan Atlas, can also
be used to reinforce the emerging sense of economic and cultural
connections across the known world of the medieval era. Probably
created around 1375 CE on the western Mediterranean island
of Majorca, the map was part of the collection of King Charles
V of France (r. 1364-1380 CE). The atlas includes Eurasia, the
Mediterranean, North Africa, and the Indian Ocean. It also denotes
key cities, trading ports, and even includes depictions of Mali’s ruler
Mansa Musa and a silk roads trade caravan. Currently held by the
Bibliothèque Nationale de France. The library website has nearly fifty
images from the Catalan Atlas at: http://www.bnf.fr/enluminures/
texte/atx2_07.htm. Images range in scale from multi-continental
views (Europe, North Africa, and the Near East) to close-ups of small
cartographic details (Mansa Musa, pearl divers in the Persian Gulf).
The site also contains a brief historical and cartographic overview of
the atlas, which students can use to familiarize themselves with the
resource before they begin examining it.21
There are several ways that the Catalan Atlas can help
students of medieval history and world history better understand
medieval Europe’s place in the economic and cultural relationships
linking the known world. As a primary source (assumed to have
been created by mapmaker Cresques Abraham), the atlas offers a
mid- to late- fourteenth century counterpoint to the trade circuit
maps of Before European Hegemony, migration routes maps of
Cultures in Contact, and the plague routes maps of Worlds Together,
Worlds Apart.
21 Bibliothèque Nationale de France, “The Catalan Atlas” http://www.
bnf.fr/enluminures/texte/atx2_07.htm, accessed December 22, 2008.
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Students can study the map on multiple levels. It can be used
to compare fourteenth-century understandings of world geography
with twenty-first century ones; it can be used to examine European
association of certain trade goods with particular parts of the known
world (gold with sub-Saharan West Africa, pearls with the Red Sea);
it can be read as an attempt to provide essential “up-to-date” travel
and trade route information for Iberian and other European political
powers that seemed tincreasingly curious about East Asia and the
Indian Ocean.22 At all of these analytical levels, students can sharpen
their understandings of the key geographic, political, economic and
cultural relationships linking Europe with North Africa, the Middle
East, the Red Sea, the Indian Ocean, and East Asia.
Imperial Diplomacy

A third possible avenue for examining the overlaps between

medieval European history and medieval world history involves the
mid-thirteenth century diplomatic exchanges taking place between
Latin Christendom and the Mongol khans. The current world
historiographical trend of seeing the Mongol era as promoting
cross-cultural linkages which profoundly transformed Eurasia (as
emphasized in Fernández-Armesto’s The World: A History) requires
students and teachers to assess the long-term consequences of Mongol
imperialism, and (as importantly) the reactions of societies located
around the periphery of the Mongol ecumene, including those in
Western Europe. One potential starting point for an examination of
the Pax Mongolia in medieval history and world history courses is
Jack Weatherford’s highly readable Genghis Khan and the Making
of the Modern World.
22 The background essay on the BN’s website sums up this third perspective: “to the east of the [map’s] well-defined Mediterranean world lie immense regions whose economic importance is clearly understood, but which
remain mysterious and unexplored.” Bibliothèque Nationale de France, “The
Catalan Atlas” http://www.bnf.fr/enluminures/texte/atx2_07.htm, accessed December 22, 2008.
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Weatherford’s description of the significance of the Mongol
era for world history parallels the cross-cultural focus of world
history textbooks. He explains that:
the Mongols deliberately opened the world to new commerce
not only in goods, but also in ideas and knowledge. They
brought German miners to China and Chinese doctors to
Persia…they spread the use of carpets everywhere they went
and transplanted lemons and carrots from Persia to China, as
well as noodles, playing cards, and tea from China to the West.
They brought a metalworker from Paris to build a fountain on
the dry steppes of Mongolia, recruited an English nobleman to
serve as an interpreter in their army, and took the practice of
Chinese fingerprinting to Persia. They financed the building of
Christian Churches in China, Buddhist temples and stupas in
Persia, and Muslim Koranic schools in Russia. The Mongols
swept across the globe as conquerors, but also as civilization’s
unrivaled cultural carriers.23

Such celebration of the long-distance transfers of technology,
culture, cuisine, and human beings no doubt excites world historians
seeking medieval examples of cross-cultural exchanges. Yet students
of medieval European history can also benefit from Weatherford’s
take on the consequences of the Pax Mongolia. Beyond the fleeting
references to German, French, or English occupational migrants,
Genghis Khan and the Making of the Modern World also contains
descriptions of Latin Christendom’s attempts at diplomatic overtures
to the khanates (launched under the auspices of Pope Innocent IV,
ca 1246-1255 CE). Weatherford details the experiences of two of
Innocent IV’s emissaries—John of Plano Carpini and William of
Rubruck—drawing on the writings of each author to emphasize
Western Christian and Mongol attempts to make sense of each other’s
political agendas and prospective openness to each other’s cultures.
23 Jack Weatherford, Genghis Khan and the Making of the Modern
World (New York: Crown Publishers, 2004), xxii-xxiii. For an additional essay
on the role of the Mongols see Timothy May, “The Mongol Empire in World History,” World History Connected 5:2 (May 2008), available at: http://worldhistoryconnected.press.uiuc.edu/5.2/index.html.
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Weatherford also describes Mongol attempts to achieve diplomatic
relations with Western Europe, including details of Khubilai Khan’s
ambassador Rabban Bar Sawma’s trip west in 1287-1288 CE. 24
These particular sections of Genghis Khan and the Making of
the Modern World offer students of medieval European history and
medieval world history a potential starting point for building a more
robust (and truly Eurasian) history of thirteenth-century diplomatic
relations between Latin Christendom and the Mongol Empire.
Students of both subfields can sharpen their understanding of where
the Christian West fits into medieval world history via analysis of
European reactions to the political and cultural complexities of the
Eurasian ecumene created by the Pax Mongolia.
One way to help them understand the deep cultural gulf
between Western Christian emissaries and the Mongol courts they
traveled to is to have students read John of Plano Carpini’s History
of the Mongols and The Travels of William of Rubruck (whether
in selected excerpts or their entirety). Rubruck’s Travels is more
easily accessible—the Hakluyt Society published a new translation
in 1990, and the Travels are also often excerpted in world history
survey course primary source readers.25 However if library resources
allow access, an older but useful compilation of Franciscan travel
writings, Mission to Asia: narratives and Letters of the Franciscan
Missionaries in Mongolia in China in the thirteenth and Fourteenth
Centuries, is worth seeking out. In addition to John of Plano Carpini
and William of Rubruck’s writings, Mission to Asia also contains
Pope Innocent IV’s papal bulls to be delivered to the khan, and the
24 Weatherford, Genghis Khan, 162-163, 170-175. Weatherford also
incorporates primary evidence from other European chroniclers, including Matthew of Paris, whose mid-thirteenth century references reflected the Mongol’s
reputation for destruction and the alleged association with Satan, see 148-149.
Rabban Bar Sawma’s trip to Western Europe is discussed on 218-220.
25 Peter Jackson, tr., The Mission of Friar William of Rubruck: His
Journey to the Court of the Great Khan Möngke, 1253-1255 (London: Hakluyt
Society). For a survey course friendly excerpt see Alfred J. Andrea and James H.
Overfield, eds., The Human Record: Sources of Global History Volume 1, 6th ed.
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2009), 386-390.
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letters of John of Monte Corvino (whom Pope Nicholas sent to China
in response to Rabban Bar Sawma’s arrival in Western Europe).26
Conclusion: Medieval Europe in World History

Closer examination of the overlaps between medieval European and

medieval world history could help students of both subjects better
understand the relationship between the local communities in which
people lived during the eleventh through fifteenth centuries, and the
broader geographic conceptions of the known world of Africa and
Eurasia about which they were becoming increasingly aware. To
help with this examination of the common ground shared by these
two historical specialties, this essay has summarized two models
of world historical narratives that pay explicit attention to the
relationship between Europe and surrounding geographic-cultural
regions including the Mediterranean, the Islamic Caliphate, and the
Mongol khanates.
The first model, the global narrative (exemplified by
world history textbooks) describes parallel economic, political,
or demographic trends, which can be used to link (and compare)
medieval Europe with other parts of the medieval world. These
types of narratives encourage evaluation of events in medieval
European history in relation to a world-scale pattern of increasing
regional trade and political expansion (“overcoming isolation”),
cross-cultural interaction during the Pax Mongolia, and the struggle
to cope with the demographic crisis of the Black Death. The
“paradoxical result” of these transformations—the realization that
the increased interactions of the medieval era reinforced differences
between Europeans and Asians, Christians and Muslims—presents
students of medieval European history, and medieval world history,
grounds for a lively debate.
26 Christopher Dawson, ed., Mission to Asia: narratives and Letters of
the Franciscan Missionaries in Mongolia in China in the thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1966). Andrea and Overfield’s
The Human Record also contains an excerpt from the writings of one of John of
Monte Corvino’s assistants, Odoric of Pordenone, see 395-398.
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The second model presents the examination of the ways
in which human migration, or trade, or imperial diplomacy linked
Western Europe to the Mediterranean, Indian Ocean, and East
Asia. This model also offers students of medieval European history
and medieval world history more precise (and potentially fruitful)
avenues for coming up with their own answers to the question “How
does medieval Europe fit into world history?”
Tiffany A. Trimmer received her M.A. (2000) and Ph.D. (2007) in History from

Northeastern University. She is Assistant Professor of History at Bowling Green
State University, where she teaches courses on migration, imperialism, and
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Texts and Teaching
Books Recommended for Courses
Denis de Rougemont. Love in the Western World, tr. Montgomery
Belgion (Princeton University Press: Princeton Paperbacks,
1983). 396 pages. $27.95.
J.M. Anderson
SUNY-Oswego

Denis

de Rougemont’s Love in the Western World has become
something of a classic since it first appeared in 1939. Rougemont
traces the development of romantic love from its origins in the
twelfth century to its mutated condition in the twentieth. His thesis
is that romantic love and marriage are fundamentally opposed. “My
central purpose,” he wrote in his Preface to the 1956 revised edition,
“was to describe the inescapable conflict in the West between passion
and marriage; and in my view that remains the true subject, the real
contention of the book as it has worked out.” Whereas romantic
love is passionate love, based on eros and completely absorbed in
itself, marriage is an expression of Christian love or agape, which
recognizes and accepts the existence of others in their whole
concrete reality. The profanation of romantic love since its inception
in twelfth century has debased the institution of marriage, which
formerly contained passion through Christian love. Now, however,
“passion wrecks the very notion of marriage at a time when there
is being attempted the feat of trying to ground marriage in values
elaborated by the morals of passion.” Rougemont intends not only
to defend marriage, but also to advocate its value and importance for
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modern society (pp. 23-25; 71; 286; 315).1
In what follows I shall discuss how I use Love in the Western
World in my undergraduate course, “Love from the Twelfth to the
Twentieth Centuries,” which attracts majors and non-majors alike.
Students and I construct an historiographical critique of Rougemont’s
argument about the influence of romantic love from the twelfth to
the twentieth centuries (although my approach also can be used in
courses primarily focused on medieval or early modern Europe). I
chose this book because it coincides with the time frame covered in
my course, and because it is still in print and considered standard
reading on the subject of romantic love. A more significant reason is
pedagogical: Love in the Western World is useful in getting students
to consider how history should be practiced, how it should be used,
and how it differs from other fields in the humanities. Rougemont
is not an historian—in fact, he disavows that he is doing history—
but he makes a causal claim about the past without recourse to
historiographical standards. In a capstone assignment, a review of
Rougemont’s book, students apply their historical knowledge and
skills to identify his thesis, summarize his argument, and assess
his claim as an historian would. This assignment allows me to
determine how well they have learned the four major lessons of this
course: the appropriate use of historical evidence; historical context;
textual interpretation; and causality. It also allows me to assess
critical thinking and writing; mastery of historical content; and
making arguments. In short, the chief value of Love in the Western
World is to get students to think historically and to reflect on doing
history itself.
I

I assign readings from the book in parts. Books I-IV are the most
relevant for courses on medieval and early modern Europe, so I shall
focus on them here. In the Preface to the 1956 Edition and Book
1 The Preface to the 1956 edition does not appear in the 1983 edition.
All italics in quotations are Rougemont’s.
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I (my first reading assignment) Rougemont lays the foundation for
his argument. The problem of romantic love derives from the socalled “Tristan Myth” as developed in the various versions of the
Tristan story, the poems of the troubadours, and courtly romances.
The great paradox of romantic love is that it fosters both passion
and unhappiness. Romantic love is not only a love of love, a selfish
love, in which the person is more interested in being in love itself
than being in love with the other person; it is a love of death, a desire
for death, which will purify romantic lovers after a series of ordeals.
This desire for death is ultimately the goal of passion, Rougemont
suggests, and what destroys it. Since romantic love thrives on
obstruction, impediments must constantly be created to renew ardor
and to fabricate passion, the true object of desire (pp. 41-45).
The source of unhappiness in the Tristan story was the
potion, the lovers’ “alibi for passion,” which exonerated Tristan and
Iseut morally by allowing them to place the blame for their illicit
affair elsewhere (pp. 47-48; but see Chap. 10 in general). “Both
passion and the longing for death which passion disguises are
connected with, and fostered by, a particular notion of how to reach
understanding which is itself typical of the Western psyche.” Why,
Rougemont asks? Because Western man “reaches self-awareness
and tests himself only by risking his life—in suffering and on the
verge of death” (p. 51). Having summarized the story of Tristan
from “an objective standpoint,” Rougemont reiterates that romantic
love is at bottom a desire for death that ultimately redeems those
tormented by their passions (pp. 54-55).
As with all readings, I begin our discussion of the Preface
and Book I by asking rudimentary questions. What type of book is
it? What is the genre? Who is the author? When was it written?
Is it in English or a translation? Has it been edited? And so on. I
do not give students questions in advance. I want to gauge what
kind of information they gather from their own reading, and to
encourage the habit of asking the rudimentary questions. Next we
figure out the author’s purpose. What clues do we get from the text
and the author himself? What issue is the author trying to address?
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What problems is he creating? Then comes the crucial question: is
Rougemont doing history? By asking these questions and focusing
on his statements I hope to initiate our discussion about the nature of
history itself. At first students tend to accept Rougemont’s argument
and use of history. I ask them to write down their reflections and
hand them in. These will be used later in the semester to compare
how their views about the practice of history may have changed.
To get students to think concretely about the appropriate
use of historical evidence, the first major lesson of this course, our
discussion addresses such questions as: What constitutes evidence?
What kind of evidence does Rougemont use? Why is it important
to cite sources? Prompted to think like historians, students soon
discover that Rougemont inadequately cites evidence or sources to
substantiate his claims, a chief defect of Love in the Western World.
For example, early in Book I he states that the Tristan myth was
established in the twelfth century “at the very time the leading caste
was making a great effort to establish social and moral order. The
intention was, indeed, ‘to contain’ the surges of the destructive
instinct; for religion, in attacking this instinct, had been exacerbating
it.” He then adds, “Contemporary chroniclers, sermons, and satires
show that in this century there occurred an early ‘breakdown of
marriage,’ and the breakdown made a vigorous reaction imperative”
(p. 22). Yet he gives no citation, no examples, and no evidence.
To fill in some of Rougemont’s gaps, and to show students
how historians substantiate their claims, I assign Béroul’s Romance of
Tristan, translated by Alan S. Fedrick (Penguin, 1970) and selections
from other primary sources. A useful edition (with a substantial
bibliography) is Love, Sex, and Marriage in the Middle Ages: A
Sourcebook, ed. Conor McCarthy (Routledge, 2004). Béroul’s Tristan
and the selected readings serve as a basis for students to evaluate
with some primary source evidence the accuracy of Rougemont’s
fundamental claim. I also provide additional information through
lectures on topics raised by these readings, such as the nature of
feudal society in the Middle Ages, chivalry in the twelfth century,
and the decretists’ debate about sex and marriage. A useful tactic
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while lecturing, I have discovered, is to explain to students what I am
doing as I am doing it. I ask aloud (as if asking myself, for example)
what additional sources should I consult? What other problems or
questions arise? This demonstrates to students and emphasizes the
point that history is a process of thinking.
Students are now ready for the first writing assignment on
the appropriate use of historical evidence. In a short paper (five
to six pages) I ask them to use specific examples and evidence
from the Romance of Tristan and the supplementary selections to
evaluate one of Rougemont’s major claims about romantic love. I
prefer that they choose their own topics, but I also suggest some,
such as his definition of romantic love, the role of chastity, and the
significance of the potion in the Tristan story. The assignment is
short, isolated, and controlled. There is little room for students to
stray beyond the point of this exercise, and for this reason they often
find it difficult and challenging. My specific goal here is to force
them to analyze sources and to use evidence to make a historical
claim. They are evaluated on how well they do this, as well as on
content, organization and argument, and proper English usage. This
is the first building block for the capstone assignment.
II

The next reading assignment is Book II (“The Religious Origins”), the

more controversial part of Rougemont’s thesis. Rougemont claims
that romantic love was a cryptic expression of Catharism, a religious
heresy that flourished in southern France in the twelfth and early
thirteenth centuries. This not only made it different from Christian
love, it explains why marriage and passionate love (now cortezia,
or courtly love) were fundamentally opposed. “The cultivation of
passionate love began in Europe as a reaction to Christianity (and
in particular to its doctrine of marriage) by people whose spirit,
whether naturally or by inheritance was still pagan” (pp. 74-75).
Rougemont offers two essential points for his connection between
the Cathari and the troubadours, between heresy and love poetry in
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the twelfth century (Chap. 7). First, both developed simultaneously
in southern France; second, and coincidentally, both extolled the
virtue of chastity. Like the Cathari, he adds, the troubadours scoffed
at the marriage bond, reviled the clergy, and scorned members of the
feudal caste; they led wandering lives and wrote verses derived from
Catharist liturgy (p. 85). Rougemont then traces the development
of courtly love from the Arthurian romances to the Tristan stories
of Thomas, Gottfried of Strasbourg, and Richard Wagner (Chaps.
11-13).
At this point I address historical context and interpretation,
the second and third major lessons of this course. Of course these
have been raised before, but now they are brought into focus and used
to build on what students have learned about historical evidence.
In strategically planned lectures, derived from our discussion of
primary sources—judicious selections from troubadour poems and
Andreas Capellanus’s The Art of Courtly Love—I talk about the
different types of troubadour love, such as fin’ amors and mixed
love, or the difference between romantic love and courtly love. I
discuss where these notions came from, and why they appeared at
this time, offering a different explanation than the one Rougemont
provides, showing students the relationship between historical
context and interpretation.
Because students generally have difficulty understanding
this relationship, I allow them to work on their second writing
assignment in groups. The size and number depend on class
enrollment. Each group must use historical context to address a
particular issue from Rougemont’s book and present its conclusions
to the class (although each student must turn in an individual paper).
This requires some investigation, and students are allowed to consult
secondary sources, with my guidance. One group addresses where
romantic love came from and why it developed at this time; in
particular students address why romantic love would have appealed
to many aristocratic and strong-willed women, such as Eleanor of
Aquitaine or Marie of Champagne. Another group discusses the
historical debate about courtly love. Another addresses the four
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possible objections to Rougemont’s thesis that he himself raises
against his claim that romantic love was a cryptic expression of the
Cathar heresy: 1) the religion of the Cathars is still misunderstood;
2) the troubadours never said Catharism was part of their poetry;
3) the love they extol is an idealization or sublimation of sexual
desire; 4) too many other influences can explain the rise of romantic
love in the twelfth century (Book II, Chap. 8). Tackling the same
problem from different angles, students are tasked with showing
how historical context may or may not affect Rougemont’s claims.
Let me give an example of what I would look for in student
papers. Responding to the second objection, Rougemont maintains
that symbolism was part of medieval mindset. Therefore, most
things were never explicitly stated, or needed to be justified, even
in the popular mind. Therefore, one can easily “understand that the
peculiar position of heretics caused some poets to be very discreet
in indicating that, apart from the habitual symbolism which spoke
for itself, their work possessed an exact double meaning. Hence
symbols were sometimes vehicles of allegory as well, and took on
cryptographical guise” (p. 95). (In this chapter Rougemont actually
cites some authorities, such as troubadours Alegret and Marcabru,
and modern historians like Jeanroy and Huizinga.) According
to Rougemont, this justifies why he “took care not to go into the
actual detail of the ‘influence,’ as many historians go for whom
the real is only established by means of written records” (p. 109;
see Book II, Chap. 10). Whereas the use of allegory would lead
historians to examine the sources and the context more closely,
basing their interpretation on these, medieval use of allegory seems
to give Rougemont more interpretive leeway, allowing him to infer
connections or influences that are not explicit.
Thinking historically, students should not implicitly reject
such suppositions, but I am training them to be suspicious of
theoretical leaps unsubstantiated by facts. Furthermore, they should
consider how historians would bolster their case, especially if
circumstantial like Rougemont’s, with corroborative evidence from
the historical context. More specifically, they should discuss how
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they would explore historical context to substantiate Rougemont’s
claim. One area they might consider is the notion of double meaning
or truth which was not alien to the Middle Ages, as I cover in a
lecture. Opposing the realm of human love with the realm of divine
love, for instance, Andreas Capellanus allegedly preached a doctrine
of double truth, for which he was denounced by Bishop Tempier
in 1277; and St. Thomas Aquinas, for instance again, was possibly
targeted as well for mentioning the notion of a double truth in the
Summa contra Gentiles. In doing this exercise students assess how
historical context bears on interpretation and vice versa.
This assignment has great pedagogical value. It requires
some specific investigation, sifting though evidence, using
secondary sources, and understanding the appropriate historical
context. Clearly students do not have all the information or sources
available to them, and I do not expect them to give me a definitive
answer to the question; however, they have been presented with a
specific issue and can apply what they have learned to it. If students
can recognize appropriate sources and additional information that
could substantiate Rougemont’s position, and if they have reflected
on the significance of historical context to interpret the sources and
information accurately, then they have successfully fulfilled the
requirement for this assignment. The methodological component
gets them to think historically, and the reflective component as an
historian would, about a problem from the past.
III

This takes us to causality, the fourth major lesson of the course,

which is directly related to historical context and interpretation.
In Book III (“Passion and Mysticism”) Rougemont looks at the
connection between passion and Christian mysticism; in Book IV
(“The Myth in Literature”) he traces the influence of romantic love
on the late medieval and early modern periods. Book IV contains
a useful survey of many prominent works on romantic passion and
love, whose influence down to the twentieth century is “due to the
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rhetoric of the myth, as inherited from Provençal love.” Since the
masses imitate the elite, Rougemont claims that few people would
fall passionately in love if they had never heard of romantic love;
they might have the emotional impulse, but they would not have the
language (“rhetoric”) to express it or to act upon it. Literature can
be blamed for this. As “the way downward to manners,” it has been
responsible for popularizing the romantic myth, or rather profaning
it, by which he means sacrilege and secularization (p. 174, n.1).
Rougemont argues that the stages of the transformation of the myth
of romantic love correspond with literary transformations and trends,
which he traces in medieval literature (the Romance of the Rose, the
dolce stil novo, the writings of Dante and Petrarch), and in works
by several early modern authors (e.g. Cervantes, Shakespeare, and
Milton).
This is where I have the most trouble with Rougemont’s
book. No one doubts that ideas recur over time, but the ordinary
historian gets uncomfortable with theoretical leaps and prefers
tighter connections between ideas and authors than Rougemont
provides. Is it enough to assert that because the Romance of Tristan
had been translated into every language in the West and its message
appropriated, both the Cathar heresy and the romantic myth were
transmitted to writers like Cervantes, Shakespeare, and Milton
(Book III, Chaps. 6-7)? Too often he sounds more like a conspiracy
theorist than a literary or historical critic. He insinuates that the
authors of romantic literature (the elite) are in on the secret of the
Catharist/heretical origins of romantic love that the rest of us (the
masses) do not know about but somehow imbibe and imitate through
the romantic myth (Book IV, Chap. 1).
I concede that if literary transmutation explains the
progression of romantic love from the troubadour creation of the
myth to early modern popularization and enthusiasm, then it does
not matter whether authors were in on the secret; but if authors
knew they were transmitting the heresy because they were part of
the elite who read the Romance of Tristan and the poetry of the
troubadours, from which they obtained the secret behind romantic
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love, as Rougemont claims, then he must make causality clearer.
This could be shown by answering a few basic questions: had the
elite authors had actually read this literature; did they understand it
to contain such messages and meanings; did they use it—and intend
to use it—in the same way; and most important, how do we know?
Rougemont not only fails to consider these crucial questions, he
never attempts to establish causality or the influence of Catharism
on the late medieval and early modern authors, despite claiming that
they knew they were perpetuating the same heresy and romantic
myth as the troubadours.
His treatment of Shakespeare best illustrates the point.
Rougemont maintains that since Shakespeare’s life and identity
are “matters of speculation, it is futile to inquire whether or not he
was privy to the secret traditions of the troubadours. But it may be
noted that Verona was a main centre of Catharism in Italy” (p. 190).
Rougemont implies causality between the secret and Shakespeare
because Shakespeare chose Verona as the setting for Romeo and
Juliet—otherwise why bring it up? Yet once again, despite claiming
a connection, he offers no direct evidence or source to show it.
Instead he refers in passing to an obscure monk, Ranieri Saccone
(Rainerius Sacchoni), a heretic of seventeen years who wrote that
Verona contained nearly five hundred Cathari and numerous other
Believers, to establish that Verona was a hotbed of Catharism. What
he fails to mention is that Sacchoni was writing in the thirteenth
century! He was a former Cathar turned Dominican and Inquisitor
who wrote the Summa on the Cathars and the Poor of Lyons, which
included information on the beliefs, activities, and locations of dualist
churches in 1250. Rougemont would have had access to the Summa
and the list of churches, which were published in A. Dondain, Un
traité néo-manichéen du XXXe siècle: le Liber de duobus principia,
suivi d’un fragment de ritual cathare (Rome, 1939).
The class discussion of Book IV (and of Cervantes,
Shakespeare, and Milton in particular) makes the point that
causality cannot be separated from evidence, historical context, and
interpretation. Building on everything we have covered so far, I try
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to show students potential pitfalls in making historical connections,
particularly when it comes to circumstantial cases, which can only
take us so far. It is one thing to assert them as a theory or possibility,
which Rougemont should have done; it is quite another to assert
them so definitely without recourse to historiographical standards,
which is what he actually does. I will not say that Rougemont is
proving the facts with theory, but he comes dangerously close. But
then, he can always fall back on his claim that he is concerned with
the “existential” meaning of romantic love (Preface. 1956 edition).
My students do not get off so easily. In their third writing
assignment they grapple with causality in some late medieval or
early-modern writer, such as Shakespeare, as I have just done. I
usually assign Romeo and Juliet (because it is Rougemont’s example),
and ask students to discuss causality between the troubadours
and Shakespeare. Based on class discussions and lectures, they
should be able to explain how Shakespeare would have acquired
romantic ideas, why such ideas would have appealed to him, and
what sources informed them. Furthermore, they should address
Rougemont’s claim about causality and reflect on how the historian
would approach this similar problem.
IV

Whether Rougemont’s conclusions are solid or tenuous is what

students address in their capstone assignment, a critical review of
Love in the Western World, for which they have been adequately
prepared. They are aware of the intellectual tools available to them
and have practice using these tools. In addition, they have covered
the appropriate use of evidence, historical context, interpretation, and
causality, the four main learning goals of this course. Every writing
assignment has been a building block for the final assignment, and
I expect students to incorporate their previous papers (now revised
and edited) into this assignment. Students must also discuss and
assess how their own thinking and approach to sources may have
changed, for which I return their previously written remarks about
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what history is so that they can reflect on what they have done. By
the end of the semester, most students seem to understand what I
was trying do. More significantly, most have been able to identify
Rougemont’s thesis, summarize his argument, and assess his book
as an historian would. Above all, most leave the course realizing
that history is more than an accumulation of facts, and that doing
history requires serious thinking and hard work.
Jeff Anderson served in the U.S. Army and received his Ph.D. from Syracuse
University. He teaches European history at the State University of New York
at Oswego, and has recently finished a book entitled The Skinny on Teaching:
What You Don’t Learn in Graduate School. A firm believer in making specialized
knowledge accessible to non-specialist and general audiences alike, he is currently
writing A History of Love from Antiquity to the Renaissance. This is the first of
two volumes that will trace the history of love from classical antiquity to modern
times. His e-mail address is: janders3@oswego.edu.
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Elena Levy-Navarro. The Culture of Obesity in Early and Late
Modernity: Body Image in Shakespeare, Jonson, Middleton,
and Skelton (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). 252
pages. $74.95
Holly Overturf
University of Northern Iowa

If next semester’s reading list is feeling a bit thin, consider fattening

it up with The Culture of Obesity in Early and Late Modernity: Body
Image in Shakespeare, Jonson, Middleton, and Skelton, an important
new book by Elena Levy-Navarro. The book consists of six chapters,
followed by extensive endnotes and a useful index. The first two
chapters introduce the next four, and seek to build a history from
which a fat culture can be formed.1 In the last four chapters, LevyNavarro flexes her (fat-blanketed) literary anthropologist muscles
by looking for symbolic meanings of fat in selected works of
Shakespeare, Jonson, Middleton, and Skelton. The thesis defended
in these chapters is that when these authors feature fat, they do so
in order to symbolize defiance of the thin-centric courtly regime, to
personify immoral excess, and to demonstrate the dangers of modern
classification systems.
How the featured authors present both fat and thin characters,
Levy-Navarro argues, indicates and previews modern fat stigma. She
is not mining the texts for symbols alone; in her words, she draws
upon the work of feminist and queer scholars, whose “scholarship
never saw itself as acting objectively, nor did these scholars want
1 See Marilyn Wann, Fat!So?: Because You Don’t Have to Apologize for
Your Size (Berkeley, CA: Ten Speed Press, 1998) , 121-23 for more on the need
for a fat culture.
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merely to accumulate empirical data” (21). She is quite aware of
her bias and knows her analysis of the treatment of fatness in the
past can prove enlightening to discerning readers thinking about fat
in new ways, perhaps for the first time:
We develop alternative forms of history when we develop
alliances with those who are seen as obstructing the imperative
in our dominant culture to move “forward” through history.
No longer should the thin body be privileged as the paragon of
health and beauty; no longer is a forward thrust to history seen
as a good in and of itself. In allying ourselves in various ways
with those bodies that our culture would place in an undesirable
“past,” we defy the logics of modernity and its imperative
toward progress. (22)

The title of the first chapter summarizes the impetus of the
work: “Toward a Constructionist Fat History.” For those unfamiliar
with the tenets of fat studies, this chapter serves as an extensive
overview of the discipline, while it bridges backward from current
views of fat to their origins. The second chapter, “A Time Before
Fat? Gluttony in Piers Plowman,” explains how “we tend to impose
our own late modern constructions of fat on other periods, including
the pre-modern one” (35). Here, Levy-Navarro focuses on the
character of Gluttony and indicates that the language used to describe
it, originally describing character “flaws,” has come to stand for fat
bodies (34). In twenty-first century popular culture, some of these
terms are frequently used to describe unfavorable bodies, while
Gluttony’s labels originally described only character flaws, with no
indication that the flaws created the body. Students can benefit from
looking at literature such as Piers Plowman with fresh eyes, cleared
of late modern constructions. Both chapters allow students to think
about modern constructions of “ideal” bodies in new ways and
can certainly make those students think about the modern critical
baggage they may be carrying.
In chapter 3, “Emergence of Fatness Defiant: Skelton at
Court,” Levy-Navarro launches her discussion of fat as rebellion.
She argues that Skelton was not a “consummate insider” (45) of the
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court as many have assumed, but that his treatment of fat bodies,
particularly in the tavern scene of Elynour Rummynge, indicate
otherwise: “I see Skelton as using the poem to present an outrageous
bodily aesthetic that is designed to revolt against the emerging
civilized aesthetic of the courtly elite” (46).
Levy-Navarro shakes a modern reader’s mental classification
systems like an Etch-a-Sketch, clearing the lines that had constructed
a “true” picture of a “man’s” disgusted reaction to a bunch of trashy
women in a bar. Many scholars have argued that Skelton’s invasive
descriptions of the women’s bodies violate the modern ideal of
authorial detachment. Skelton’s descriptions of the women, asserts
Levy-Navarro, have been misunderstood because critics have read
those descriptions within a male/female sexual context, focusing
only on the bodies and Skelton’s descriptions of those bodies. Her
opinion is that critics have missed the mark: “Such readings ignore
the discontent and defiance in Skelton’s work. Skelton should be
seen, instead, as aligning himself with the women in a way that is
designed to offend the emerging courtly aesthetic” (47).
In the Skelton chapter, a detailed discussion of the courtly
fashions for men and women describes clothing that controlled the
body, featuring sharp lines and corsets to contain any undesirable
excess. With this in mind, a group of fat, drunk, excessively
excretory tavern women wearing loose, flowing clothing violates the
aristocratic ideal of bodily control (50-54). By refusing to be bound
by clothing or couth, the women elicit disgust, and Skelton knew
it. That disgust has translated over time to fat bodies, unbound and
uncontrolled. This chapter provides fodder for classroom discussion
about the power and influence of literature and those who create it,
such as Skelton’s defiance of the courtly regime. It also offers a way
to use early literature to discuss current “hot-button” issues like fat
prejudice2.
This same idea is presented in the analysis of Shakespeare’s
2 One organization which strives both to identify and eradicate fat prejudice is the National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance <http://www.naafaonline.com/dev2/>
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protagonist/antagonist pairing of Falstaff and Prince Hal. In chapter
4, “Lean and Mean: Shakespeare’s Criticism of Thin Privilege,”
Levy-Navarro sums up what the juxtaposition of these two characters
represents:
For the lower-class figures of the tavern world, Falstaff’s fat
body is, for the most part, a sign of his greatness and his great
generosity and wit. For Hal, who creates a new bodily style to
secure his newly achieved authority, the same fat body is a sign
of Falstaff’s essential lowliness, excessive appetite, and innate
selfishness. In short, fatness represents everything that Hal
must suppress if he is to assert his own privilege as a virtuous
king. (68)

The division between body types and how each marks the inherent
position in the societal hierarchy is explained throughout the chapter,
with the ultimate conclusion that fat is friendly, witty, and excessive,
while thin is powerful, virtuous, and dictatorial. Though the most
repetitive and lengthy of the chapters, the end result of wading
through the various analyses of Falstaff versus Hal is ultimately of
much worth.
An especially intriguing section includes a discussion of the
critiques of Falstaff’s character by Sander Gilman3 and Hugh Grady4.
Levy-Navarro highlights these two critics to represent the scholarship
often applied to Shakespeare’s Falstaff and Hal. Here, Levy-Navarro
discusses how Gilman uses the late modern association of a fat body
with overeating and the perceived dangers of that overconsumption.
She argues: “the fat body comes to represent in the new modern
state the excess of us all that will, if unchecked, devour the very
state from within” (75). This makes sense to today’s reader, since
we “know” so much about fat bodies and how they have become
that way. But is our knowledge truth?
3 Sander L. Gilman, Fat Boys: A Slim Book (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004).
4 Hugh Grady, “Falstaff: Subjectivity Between the Carnival and the Aesthetic,” Modern Language Review 96, no. 3 (2001): 609-23.
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For Levy-Navarro, Grady’s interpretation of Falstaff is a
“modern construction” (69), the kind of construction not always
recognized as such by college students. While Grady condemns
Falstaff as “an emblem of the community-destroying dynamics
of an embryonic capitalist society” (quoted in Levy-Navarro, 76),
Levy-Navarro cautions against this scapegoating of the fat body:
“Because we are so obsessed with the overconsumption of the fat,
we do not pay attention to the predatory consumptions of the thin
elite” (76). Falstaff’s body alone, she argues, is not a marker of
his character but rather marked by late modern readers. If we are
concerned with authorial intention, we cannot assume that Falstaff
is fat because Shakespeare wanted to present him as dangerous and
consumptive. Perhaps Shakespeare made Falstaff fat because his
fat body contrasts his thin rival Hal’s dangerous and consumptive
intentions for power.
Late modern readers may not catch this if applying modern
constructions to the bodies of the two men. Today, just as in
Shakespeare’s time, there are thin people who overeat just as there
are fat people who do not. Much like the discussion of stereotypes
applied to other marginalized groups, students can benefit greatly
from discussing the false nature of these constructions. Certainly,
students can sharpen their critical thinking skills by questioning
existing criticism (like that of Grady and Gilman), which marks and
applies negative modern constructions to Falstaff’s fat body, while
not recognizing the threat of Hal’s thin body. The endnotes for this
chapter include an analysis of the many representations of Falstaff,
as analyzed by Grady, Gilman, W.H. Auden, Gayle Whittier, and
Franz Alexander, among others. The implication is that most critics
to this point have used Falstaff’s fat body as an indication of his
character, which Levy-Navarro blames on modernity.
While Levy-Navarro’s criticism of some scholars suggests
today’s readers apply late modern constructions to fat bodies, she
does not ignore the fact that fatness may have been used as a literary
device by Shakespeare and others. For Shakespeare, the oppositional
pairing of fat Falstaff and thin Hal focuses on power. In Chapter 5,
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“Boundless Fat in Middleton’s A Game at Chess,” the value that fat
challenges turns to morality.
Middleton uses fat characters as symbolic vessels of
impurity, according to Levy-Navarro, to illustrate the “virtue” of
the thin, and the “vice” of the fat (116). The fat, she argues, are
portrayed as excessive, over-consumptive, “grotesque” (141) threats
to Puritanism. Today, Middleton’s characterization of fat would be
a stereotype, but in the time it was written, those stereotypes were
not yet formed. Levy-Navarro’s discussion in this chapter explains
how modernity, with its linear classifications, has come to see fat
as “an emblem of excess, associated with disease, death, and even
damnation” (146). In this section, Levy-Navarro sees these “innately
sinful” (145) fat characters in the context of the thin “courtly elites”
(146), and the reader can understand that context’s relationship to
today’s views of fat. The current “obesity epidemic” may take on
that type of ominous nomenclature in part because of the treatment
of fat in early literature. Clearly, this negative association with fat
runs deeper than just cosmetic tastes or perceived health dangers: it
has both political and moralistic roots in early English literature.
Levy-Navarro’s chapter on Ben Jonson, “Weigh Me as
a Friend: Jonson’s Multiple Constructions of the Fat Body,”
concentrates as much on the poet himself as it does his work. Since
Jonson wrote much of his poetry as a fat man, it makes sense that
any fat studies of his work include the man himself. Scrutiny of the
Jonson/Shakespeare rivalry especially demonstrates the comparative
qualities of modernity: “In making Jonson fat, Shakespeare becomes
thin, and as such, the latter is given the privilege that is granted to
such an unmarked body” (152). As a result, Levy-Navarro posits,
Shakespeare became preferred and Jonson suffered as “an apparent
victim of the modern representational regime” (149). Throughout
this chapter, Jonson’s resistance of modernity’s tendency to weigh
and classify things (and bodies), and then judge them according to
where they “place,” echoes current criticism of obesity indicators
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like the BMI scale5.
In our current late modern society, with education increasingly
coming in sound bites, and technology ever decreasing the need for
physical human interaction both in the classroom and in personal
relationships, students need to study the work of those who do not
accept modern classifications as unquestioned truths. Educational
movements, like that driven by the No Child Left Behind Act,6 make
our modern tendencies to tabulate, categorize, and measure even
more natural to today’s students. Levy-Navarro’s book is useful as
a supplement to readings of early modern literature, and especially
as a dissenting voice to existing modernity-laced scholarship of
that literature. Beyond the framework of literary study, students in
many departments can benefit from thinking about late modernity
and its tendency to categorize, and especially marginalize, groups of
people. Students of communication, social sciences,7 history, law,
and even business will find the book interesting. Although first and
second year students may find the language a bit intimidating, more
advanced students (especially at the graduate level) will easily relate
to the material.
Levy-Navarro accomplishes a difficult feat in her book—
she explains a complex topic in a voice which is conversational
yet scholarly, personal yet not indulgent, and challenging yet not
audacious. This easily digestible, vital text deserves a place next to
other critical works of the early and late modern period.

5 For an analysis of the limited effectiveness of the BMI scale, see Paul
Campos, The Obesity Myth: Why America’s Obsession With Weight is Hazardous
to Your Health (New York: Gotham Books, 2004).
6 The full text of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 is available at
<http://www.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/esea02/index.html>
7 For Sociology courses, an excellent supplement to this study is Pattie
Thomas, Taking Up Space: How Eating Well & Exercising Regularly Changed
My Life (Nashville: Pearlsong Press, 2005).
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